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Abstract  
Over the past decade, social media has been used by the police to aid police activity and 
to enhance its reputation. Central to these considerations is police legitimacy, as the police 
require the cooperation and compliance of citizens for policing to be effective. 
Accordingly, the current study examined police legitimacy and social media in Scotland. 
Fieldwork was carried out between November 2016 and September 2017 across three 
case study locations in Scotland. A range of methods were used, including: participant 
observation (n=134 hours) and semi-structured interviews (n=40) with police officers and 
police staff; focus groups with citizens (n=22); and online analysis of the social media 
platform Twitter (including five police Twitter accounts).  
The research findings demonstrate that police legitimacy on social media is understood 
by police officers, police staff, and citizens in accordance with an interplay between 
policing in physical and digital spaces, power dynamics, and interactions between 
instrumental (to do with tackling crime and increasing safety) and normative models of 
policing (how people are treated). This study makes three original and significant 
contributions to knowledge. Firstly, the study confirms Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) 
dialogic approach to police legitimacy, and provides an empirical contribution to their 
notion that police authority is in flux and resembles an ongoing conversation between the 
police and citizens. Secondly, the study contributes to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) 
notion of power- holder legitimacy by showing that power is contested within the police 
organisation in connection to police social media practices, and that citizens have more 
power over the police on social media. Thirdly, the study contributes knowledge to 
procedural justice theory by demonstrating that police officers and staff also assess how 
citizens are procedurally fair towards them during encounters. Procedural justice features 
alongside perceptions of crime-fighting police roles in police and citizen narratives.  
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1 Introduction: Policy and research context to study  
1.1 Introduction 
As a result of continuing technological advances, people’s daily lives are now performed 
and lived increasingly in digital spaces. On social media, a number of online platforms 
facilitate connections and communication between and amongst citizens, as well as public 
and private bodies. Indeed, a report published by Ofcom in 2018 stated that almost 90% 
of adults in the UK use the internet, with 77% having a social media profile. For the 
police, social media platforms offer new opportunities to engage directly with citizens, in 
turn working towards reputation and performance goals, as is discussed in more detail in 
Chapter three. However, police studies show that for this to happen, citizens must 
cooperate with the police and consent to its practices (Tyler, 2011). Consequently, police 
legitimacy is important as the police need citizens to accept and justify police actions in 
order to ensure their compliance. For citizens, social media enables new ways to 
contribute to policing as people can voice their needs and expectations, and can also work 
together with the police to think of solutions to crime online. Accordingly, this ensures 
the police represent the wishes of people and that policing is carried out with citizens, as 
are key premises in democratic policing (Bayley and Shearing, 1996). Again, police 
legitimacy becomes an important factor as for citizens to work together with the police, 
the police must first be considered legitimate (Sunshine and Tyler, 2003). This also 
requires that the police must listen to the needs and expectations of citizens on social 
media. In turn, both police and citizen perspectives are vital to understanding how social 
media ties in with policing in the 21st century.  
Current understandings of police legitimacy and police use of social media shaped the 
overall aim and research questions in this study. Research has yet to examine police use 
of social media in a Scottish context. Therefore, the overarching aim was to explore police 
and citizen communication on social media in Scotland. This was studied in relation to 
three research questions:  
RQ1: How is social media understood and utilised within the police in Scotland? 
RQ2: How is police use of social media understood by citizens? 
RQ3: How does police use of social media tie in with crime control and police 
legitimacy? 
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Above all, these research questions attempted to grasp police and citizen perspectives. In 
relation to the third research question, police legitimacy unfolded as the central focus 
during data collection as participants’ narratives connected to debates on police authority. 
These research questions also connect to the need identified throughout the thesis for 
better understanding the two-way nature of police legitimacy. For this reason, much of 
the thesis draws on Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) theory on a dialogic approach to 
legitimacy. Whilst Bottoms and Tankebe consider legitimacy across the Criminal Justice 
System, their model is used in this thesis in order to illustrate how police legitimacy is 
constructed in connection to social media. A dialogic approach suggests that the 
legitimacy of the police changes across space and time as citizens accept, debate, and 
challenge police authority. As well as this, Bottoms and Tankebe propose that the police 
interpret and respond to public opinions and judgements about policing as they 
reconstruct their own power-holder legitimacy and at times attempt to reassert their right 
to authority over citizens. In turn, they argue that police legitimacy resembles an ongoing 
conversation between the police and citizens. Building on Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) 
dialogic approach, the thesis explores the dynamics of police legitimacy in connection 
with police use of social media in Scotland. 
Research has yet to empirically examine Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) dialogic 
approach. Therefore, this study was the first to capture if and how police legitimacy is 
constructed from a dialogic outlook between the police and citizens on social media. 
Another central justification of the current study was that existing research on police 
legitimacy has mainly used a quantitative methodology (Harkin, 2015). In doing this, they 
have tended to measure the impact of different factors and models of policing on people’s 
attitudes to police legitimacy. These studies, however, do not tell us how and when these 
policing models fit into people’s narratives. Consequently, it was important for this study 
to use a largely qualitative methodology in understanding how and when people construct 
their perceptions of police legitimacy. As alluded to earlier, researching police legitimacy 
is vital given the police rely on this to effectively carry out their crime control functions. 
The police need to be viewed as legitimate by citizens in order to ensure their cooperation 
and compliance with the law (Tyler, 2011). In connection to social media, prior research 
has not studied how citizens respond to different police communication styles nor how 
citizens wish to engage with the police online. Consequently, a further justification for 
this study was to add knowledge to citizens’ attitudes and expectations towards police use 
of social media. Again, from a dialogic approach it was imperative to capture citizen 
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perspectives in order to be able to compare with police staff and officers’ perceptions. 
Furthermore, research has yet to apply procedural justice theory to how police officers 
and staff feel they are treated during encounters with citizens. Finally, existing research 
has considered police legitimacy in either physical or digital spaces, but has not examined 
how they compare in police and citizen perspectives. These justifications for conducting 
research on police and citizen communication on social media in Scotland are developed 
throughout the rest of this introduction by considering the impact of devolution and police 
reform on how the police engage locally with citizens. 
Above all, the research findings demonstrate that police and citizen perspectives relating 
to police legitimacy on social media feature an interplay between policing in physical and 
digital spaces, power dynamics, and interactions between instrumental and normative 
models of policing. These research findings connect to the three original and significant 
contributions of the study. Firstly, the study confirms Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) 
dialogic approach to police legitimacy, and provides an empirical contribution to their 
notion that police authority is in flux and resembles an ongoing conversation between the 
police and citizens. Citizens accept and challenge police legitimacy on social media 
depending on how they understand policing in physical spaces. Furthermore, the police 
attempt to reassert their legitimacy when this is challenged by citizens. Secondly, the 
study contributes to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) power-holder legitimacy notion by 
showing that power is relative and is contested within the police organisation in relation 
to police social media practices. Power is exercised within the police in terms of who is 
given access to social media. Furthermore, citizens are found to display more power over 
the police on social media, as the police struggle to control the conversation online. 
Thirdly, the study contributes knowledge to procedural justice theory by demonstrating 
that police officers and staff also assess how procedurally fair their experiences of 
encounters with citizens are for them. Procedural justice features alongside perceptions 
of more crime-fighting police roles in police and citizen narratives. This means that 
people switch between procedural justice and a more instrumental model of policing 
when they describe police legitimacy.   
The rest of this this chapter introduces key historical developments in Scottish policing. 
This serves to further highlight the need to examine police legitimacy and social media 
in Scotland. Section 1.2 starts by setting the policy context for examining police 
legitimacy and social media in Scotland. Two key recent changes in Scottish policing are 
studied with devolution to the Scottish Government in 1999 and police reform in 2013. 
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These reveal contemporary debates in Scotland on governance, power, and how policing 
is delivered. Specifically, these developments point to the impact of organisational level 
changes on how the police engage with citizens on the local level. In turn, the need to 
understand the relationship between the police and citizens today in Scotland is put 
forward. With an understanding of contemporary policy, Section 1.3 examines the 
research context for this study. At this point, current literature on police and citizen 
engagement on social media as well as police legitimacy are connected to each of the 
research questions. The final section outlines each of the chapters included in the thesis.    
1.2 Policy context 
Chapter two delves further into the links between contemporary policy on citizen-focused 
policing and the relationship between the police and citizens, as studies on police 
legitimacy, community policing, neighbourhood policing, and reassurance policing are 
explored. However, for now it is useful to introduce recent developments in Scottish 
policing with devolution to the Scottish Government and police reform in order to 
highlight the importance of studying police and citizen engagement today.  
1.2.1 Governance in Scottish policing 
Examining devolution reveals the now important role the Scottish Government has in 
governing Scottish policing. Much of the thesis is to do with policing in Scotland, 
therefore it is necessary to understand its political context before examining police 
engagement and use of social media in more detail. The notions ‘steering’ and ‘rowing’ 
provide a useful way of describing the relationship between the Scottish Government and 
Police Scotland. ‘Steering’ involves creating and setting visions for people and 
organisations to take as ‘rowing’ entails implementing these visions (Osborne and 
Gaebler, 1992). Governments can be seen to steer and regulate policy, whilst rowing and 
implementation of services is accorded to the police alongside other private, and third 
sector organisations. These notions are applied to policing in a Scottish context next.  
In 1999, the Scottish parliament reconvened. This move shifted control over Scottish 
Public Services from Westminster to Holyrood (Scotland Office, 2015). According to 
Donnelly and Scott (2003) this led to a ‘moving landscape’ in Scottish policing, 
characterised with greater oversight by the Scottish Government and top-down 
governance. This has also shifted power from local government to the Scottish 
Government (Mooney et al., 2015). This can be seen with a relatively hurried approach 
to developing policy by the Scottish Government in the last two decades (Donnelly, 2006; 
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Mooney et al., 2015). As well as this, law and order has emerged as a significant focus 
by the Scottish Government (Scott, 2011). This has mirrored developments in the rest of 
the UK (McAra, 2008). The Scottish Government, on account of its relatively new 
origins, has been quick to create new laws and Acts in order to assert its legitimacy 
(McAra, 2008).  
This new governance structure includes a Justice Committee and Justice Secretary 
(Donnelly, 2006). Scottish Government ministers are involved in creating performance 
indicators. These function as national indicators under the Scottish Government’s 
national performance framework ‘Scotland performs’ (SPA, 2013). Over time, this has 
included the implementation of “national targets” (Scott, 2011, p.12) later replaced by a 
performance framework (created by the Scottish Government) which was then 
superseded by the Scottish Police Authority (now referred to as SPA) strategy and 
performance framework following reform in 2014. The SPA was created to hold The 
Chief Constable to account. SPA responsibilities also include championing “policing 
principles…and continuous improvement in the policing of Scotland” (Scott, 2013, 
p.137). Part of this necessitates that “the Authority must comply with any direction 
(general or specific) given by the Scottish Ministers” as set out in the Police and Fire 
Reform (Scotland) Act (2012, p.3). The Chief Constable is also required to document and 
explain developments to the Justice Sub Committee on Policing. This has led to greater 
political scrutiny of police practice (Donnelly, 2006), although ministers are prevented 
from administering operations (Police and Fire Reform (Scotland) Act, 2012). These 
changes have curtailed the power of local authorities to influence local policing (Terpstra 
and Fyfe, 2015). Devolution has therefore changed accountability arrangements, as The 
Scottish Government now has a key role in police governance. In connection with 
democratic policing, this therefore raises questions on how policing is carried out with 
citizens and how the police are responsive to local needs (Bayley and Shearing, 1996). 
Research by Tyler and Fischer (2014) suggests that by listening to and responding to 
citizens’ attitudes the police can enhance their legitimacy. Accordingly, it was relevant 
for this study to explore what top-down governance by the Scottish Government means 
for police legitimacy. Some of these changes relate specifically to policing post-reform 
in Scotland.  
1.2.2 Police reform in Scotland  
Police reform provides an important context, firstly because this current study was 
conducted in a Scottish context, and secondly because recent changes suggest a shift in 
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police practices. On 1st April 2013, eight regional services across Scotland amalgamated 
into a single national organisation. This is titled The Police Service of Scotland and is 
commonly referred to as Police Scotland. Police Scotland currently has 13 policing 
divisions. A division commander with the rank Chief Superintendent leads each police 
division. Within each division, there are multiple command areas. An area commander 
who is of the rank Chief Inspector leads each command area. Within each command area, 
there are several policing wards made up of a number of policing teams, including for 
example response and community officers. However, a number of departments in Police 
Scotland also transcend police divisions as well as command areas and wards. For 
example, the Scottish Crime campus, located in Gartcosh, tackles serious and organised 
crime across all of Scotland. Central to this study are media departments due to their role 
in police social media practices. Media departments are located across three locations in 
Scotland (North, East, and West). This reflects modernisation of policing in recent times 
with the emergence of specialist departments and roles (Heslop, 2011). Policing is no 
longer carried out solely by the old-fashioned ‘bobby on the beat’ that existed prior to 
mid-twentieth century Scotland (Sparks et al., 2017). At the same time this means 
policing is carried out by officers and staff who engage with citizens through specific 
roles. Therefore, this research explored how social media is adopted by police officers 
and staff in connection to their policing roles.   
In a first for Scottish policing, the Reform Act created three overarching policing 
principles, similar to ‘Peel’s nine principles’ created in 1829 for the Metropolitan Police 
Service (Home Office, 2016). This includes: (1) “improve the safety and wellbeing of 
persons, localities and communities” (2) be “accessible to, and engaged with, local 
communities” (3) “prevent crime, harm and disorder” (Police Act, 2012, p.13). These 
principles mirror core functions of policing in Scottish policy. Firstly, as is a growing 
trend within current policy this includes the delivery of citizen-focused services. Indeed, 
from the 1970s onwards there has been a shift towards recognising the importance of 
democratic and citizen-focused policing across the UK (Bayley and Shearing, 1996). On 
a similar note, the Strategy for Justice Framework in Scotland includes the outcome “we 
deliver person-centred, modern and affordable public services” (Scottish Government, 
2017, p.3). Likewise, a key feature in Police Scotland’s (2017) ten-year strategy with 
‘Policing 2026’ is localism as engagement, participation, and partnership with 
communities are identified as key to police practice. Secondly, policing principles in the 
Reform Act centre on crime control functions of policing with the focus on preventing 
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crime and keeping people safe. Likewise, this corresponds to outcomes in the Strategy 
for Justice Framework on creating safe communities as well as prevention and early 
intervention (Scottish Government, 2017). These considerations raise important 
questions for the current study in relation to thinking about what social media means for 
citizen-focused and democratic policing as the second principle in particular encompasses 
community engagement. As well as this, it was relevant to explore how these functions 
of policing are understood within the police and by citizens given social media enables 
the police to connect and communicate with citizens online.    
Deeper analysis of Scottish policy and policing studies provides an insight into how and 
why reform occurred, and highlights the need to consider changes to police practice since 
2013. Police reform followed twenty years of political scrutiny over the structure of 
Scottish policing (Donnelly, 2006). However, calls for a national police service in 
Scotland have been made since the 1850s (Jackson et al., 2015). Over time, the number 
of police services in Scotland has reduced, starting from eighty-nine in the 1850s, to eight 
in 1975, to one in 2013 (Jackson et al., 2015). The ultimate step in the restructure of the 
police in Scotland occurred with the reform process between 2009 and 2013 (Scottish 
Government, 2013). During this exercise, a single service was identified as the most 
efficient and effective model for Scottish policing. This reflected several arguments in 
favour of a national service (Ralph, 2014). Firstly, an increasingly global threat of crime 
would be better tackled with a single service (Scottish Government, 2009). Secondly, 
smaller regional services were viewed as unable to finance specialist services (Scottish 
Government, 2009). This echoed earlier claims by Donnelly (2006) that a single national 
service would guarantee fairer and equal access to services across Scotland in light of 
mounting financial pressures. Thirdly, a national service would reduce duplication of 
services across the eight police services in turn making financial savings (Scottish 
Government, 2011a; 2011b, 2011c; 2012a). This included, the onerous processes 
followed to appoint and finance Chief Constables in each of the eight regional services 
prior to reform (Scott and Wilkie, 2001). This has been discussed across policing 
literature in relation to the feature of a business-like ethos from the second half of the 
twentieth century onward. This centres on economies of scale in an effort to produce 
greater efficiency (Garland, 1996; 2001). For Heslop (2011) this resembles a 
McDonaldization agenda meaning that policing alike McDonalds is driven by goals of 
efficiency in addition to calculability, predictability and control in terms of how its 
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practices are delivered. Attempting to reduce duplication with the creation of Police 
Scotland corresponds to this managerialist approach. 
However, during reform a number of potential drawbacks with a national service were 
identified (Ralph, 2014). Firstly, this included the capacity of a national service to 
maintain local ties and community engagement (Scottish Government, 2009; 2011b; 
2011c; 2011d; 2012a 2012b; Police and Fire Reform (Scotland) Act, 2012). Secondly, 
there were fears that resources would be focused around the central belt in Scotland 
(Scottish Government, 2011a; 2011b, 2011c; 2012b). Thirdly, there were concerns 
around accountability on a local level (Scottish Government, 2011a; 2011b; 2011c; 
2011d; 2012b). Fourthly, issues were raised in connection to maintaining distinct styles 
of policing in rural areas (Scottish Government, 2011b; 2012b). Fifthly, concerns were 
raised in relation to safeguarding jobs carried out by local tradesman with smaller regional 
services (Scottish Government, 2011b). Sixthly, the feature of station closures in a single 
service was mooted during the reform process (Scottish Government, 2011b).  
These debates are important to consider as up-to-date changes following reform appear 
to have impacted on how policing is delivered. Following reform, a considerable number 
of police stations have either closed or have undergone reduced opening hours (Police 
Scotland, 2014a). This move was criticised by Victim Support Scotland who said police 
stations were vital to police visibility across rural and urban communities in Scotland 
(Scottish Parliament, Justice Sub-Committee on Policing, 2014). In relation to local 
policing plans, reform has shifted power to local police commanders. Local councils can 
audit local policing plans, yet they do not have legal powers to influence these (Terpstra 
and Fyfe, 2015). As a result, it was important to study both what these changes mean for 
police and citizen engagement today, and how social media fits within this context of 
reduced visibility in physical spaces with recent police buildings closures?  
Since its inauguration in 2013, Police Scotland has come under considerable scrutiny, and 
at times criticism by various private and third sector organisations (Aston et al., 2019). In 
connection to the traditional media, this denotes a somewhat changing relationship. For 
example, prior to police reform, Strathclyde Police and the traditional media were 
adjudged to have a “symbiotic relationship” characterised by “mutual benefit” (Boyle, 
1999, p.96). Indeed, as part of the Spotlight initiative throughout the 1990s and 2000s, 
Strathclyde Police championed close workings with the local press in order to promote 
“public support” (p.97). Whereas, scrutiny since reform is recognised in the year one 
evaluation of Police and Fire reform as “Police Scotland has been the subject of intense 
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interest in relation to the new arrangements for Police governance and its approach to 
delivering policing in local communities” (Scottish Government, 2016, p.10). Therefore, 
in light of contemporary scrutiny of the police by the traditional media it was relevant to 
explore citizens’ perceptions of police legitimacy. At the same time, it is important to 
note that not all reporting by the traditional media is negative, with various official police 
social media content picked-up on account of its humorous tone (see for example the 
Press and Journal (2016) or the Scotsman (2016). 
Changes to policing has been framed as a ‘one size fits all’ approach in the media (Fyfe, 
2014). This term suggests tensions between national and local levels of policing, as the 
media claim police practices have been standardised across the whole of Scotland. This 
equates to Heslop’s (2011) argument that ‘control’ is a key feature within contemporary 
policing as frontline policing is governed from above. Specifically, Heslop contends that 
micro-management of police officers’ is being done at the expense of police discretion. 
Elsewhere, the importance of police discretion has been described in relation to its links 
with generating citizens’ support towards the police (Hamilton-Smith et al., 2014) and 
compliance with the law (Ericson, 2005). For this current study, it was therefore important 
to recognise how social media was organised and used on the national and local level.  
These considerations show policing is subject to considerable scrutiny by the Government 
and by the traditional media. At the same time, this points to tensions between different 
levels of governance. This includes top-down governance by the Scottish Government 
over Police Scotland. This also includes top-down governance in policing by Police 
Scotland in a national sense over the local level. Changes with devolution and reform, as 
highlighted in the section, appear to have impacted on how policing is delivered. This 
changing context highlights the importance of studying police and citizen engagement 
today. In light of a new top-down management structure, a key question asked prior to 
conducting the research was how is police and citizen engagement viewed within the 
police and by citizens? Existing research shows that police responsiveness to citizens’ 
needs is key to democratic policing (Bayley and Shearing, 1996) as this can also enhance 
citizens’ perceptions of police legitimacy (Tyler and Fischer, 2014). Therefore, it was 
pertinent to explore what these changes meant for police engagement with citizens on 
social media, given the evolving technological and digital ways that people now live as 
discussed at the beginning. Furthermore, this section highlights the relevance of 
examining how police legitimacy is understood by citizens as a result of mounting 
scrutiny of the police by the Press in Scotland.  
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1.3 Research context  
The policy context outlined previously highlights the need to further explore police and 
citizen engagement on social media as well as police legitimacy in Scotland. Whilst the 
next two chapters provide a deeper analysis of literature relevant to these areas of policing 
it is relevant to briefly outline here what is already known in order to show how this 
current study builds on existing understandings. A large body of policing literature has 
focused on the relationship between the police and citizens. Under the umbrella term 
‘citizen-focused’ policing this includes studies on community policing, neighbourhood 
policing, and reassurance policing. Central to each of these approaches is bringing the 
police and citizens closer together to tackle crime. In a similar sense, social media 
platforms provide police services with a way of communicating and engaging with 
citizens online (Crump, 2011). However, existing research suggests police organisations 
use social media to broadcast information, meaning that they rarely engage in two-way 
conversation with citizens (see for example Heverin and Zach, 2010; Bullock, 2018). 
Consequently, the first research question considered how social media is utilised within 
the police in order to shed light on why much police communication online is one-way. 
Furthermore, the second research question explored citizens’ attitudes towards police use 
of social media showing how one-way communication by the police is understood. 
Chapter five highlights how citizens’ make sense of police communication as different 
features of police communication styles are discussed, including respect, as well as formal 
and informal styles. This is important given much of the research to date has instead 
focused on police perspectives (see for example Denef et al., 2013).  
Existing knowledge, as reported at the beginning of the chapter, suggests police 
legitimacy is required if the police are to communicate and engage effectively with 
citizens. Above all, in order for citizens to aid policing by for example reporting crimes 
and identifying suspects the police must first be viewed as legitimate. Drawing on 
Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) definition, police legitimacy is defined in this thesis in 
terms of attitudes on the right of the police to use authority. This definition considers 
whether people view such action as being justified. Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) also 
suggest from a dialogic approach, police legitimacy resembles an ongoing conversation 
between the police and citizens. Citizens are found to accept and contest police legitimacy 
over time as the police also mitigate, readdress and reassert their legitimacy when this is 
challenged. The thesis provides an empirical contribution to Bottoms and Tankebe’s 
(2012) theoretical ideas with a specific focus on police and citizen communication on 
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social media. At the same time, police legitimacy in physical spaces, and its connection 
to police legitimacy online, are explored. Whereas Bottoms and Tankebe view the police 
as power-holders, and citizens as its audience, the current study examines how power 
exists online between the police and citizens. This is especially important given the 
feature of citizen journalism linked to social media as citizens can both scrutinise the 
police and broadcast their own written stories about the police online. These ideas were 
studied in connection to the first and second research questions of this research by 
examining how social media and police practices are understood within the police 
organisation and by citizens.   
A key question examined in existing studies is how citizens make sense of police 
legitimacy. Much of the analysis has focused on two models of policing. The first, an 
instrumental model, contends that legitimacy is granted when the police are effective in 
tackling crime, reducing risk, and distribute services and resources justly across society 
(Sunshine and Taylor, 2003). The second, a normative model of policing, advocates the 
police gain legitimacy when police action is seen as moral and citizens are treated fairly 
(Tyler, 1990; Bradford et al., 2015). However, existing research on these models of 
policing, as well as police legitimacy more broadly, has predominantly relied on a 
quantitative methodology (Harkin, 2015). As a result, instrumental and normative models 
of policing are often investigated and measured as distinct concepts (see for example, 
Karakus, 2015). This means that these models are typically pitted against each other, with 
analysis focusing on which model is a stronger predictor of police legitimacy. 
Consequently, little is known about the potential interactions between these models of 
policing. Instead, a qualitative approach means it is possible to capture how and when 
these models fit into people’s narratives. These ideas are further explored in the thesis.  
In order to study policing and social media and the research questions outlined previously 
the research used an adaptive theoretical approach, largely qualitative methodology, and 
case study research design. Adaptive theory provided the research with a strong 
theoretical underpinning, as current models of police legitimacy were considered from 
the start and developed throughout data collection. Fieldwork was conducted in three 
locations in Scotland: Central Communications, Inchloch, and Drumauld 
(pseudonymised). A range of methods were used to study with the police, citizens and on 
social media, including participant observation and semi-structured interviews with 
police officers and staff, focus groups with citizens, and qualitative content analysis of 
Twitter data. Participant observation and social media analysis were carried out in order 
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to provide context to police and citizen narratives. Altogether, these methods allowed for 
a deeper understanding of police and citizen perspectives as well as police and citizen 
communication online, as is discussed in more detail in Chapter four.  
The research findings from the thesis illustrate the dynamic nature of police and citizen 
communication in relation to thinking about social media. The work in the following 
chapters highlights how police legitimacy is understood amongst police officers, police 
staff, and citizens. In each of the findings Chapters five, six, and seven are police and 
citizen perspectives that demonstrate an interplay between policing in physical and digital 
spaces, power dynamics within the police organisation and between the police and 
citizens, and interactions between instrumental and normative models of policing. These 
themes feature across relationships and encounters within the police as well as between 
the police and citizens.  These themes also connect to the contribution of the study to 
Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) dialogic approach, Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) notion 
of power-holder legitimacy, and procedural justice theory. 
Table 1.1 (next page) provides an overview of these different types of encounters 
explored in each of the findings chapters as well as their main themes generated from 
analysis. This shows that encounters with the police from a citizen’s outlook are assessed 
in connection to six themes (trustworthiness, respect, social bonds, dialogue, formal 
communication styles, and informal communication styles). In addition, encounters with 
citizens from a police outlook are discussed in connection to two themes (support amongst 
citizens and negative scrutiny and criticism amongst citizens). Finally, encounters within 
the police organisation for police personnel are debated in relation to two themes 
(relationships between and amongst police officers and staff and relationships between 
the local and national level in Police Scotland). 
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Nature of encounter  Main themes relating to how police legitimacy is 
assessed 
Between the 
police and 
citizens 
From a 
citizen’s 
perspective  
(Chapter 5) 
1. Trustworthiness  
2. Respect  
3. Social bonds  
4. Dialogue  
5. Formal communication styles  
6. Informal communication styles 
From a police 
perspective  
(Chapter 6) 
1. Support amongst citizens  
2. Negative scrutiny and criticism amongst 
citizens 
Within the police organisation  
(Chapter 7) 
1. Relationships between and amongst police 
officers and staff  
2. Relationships between the local and national 
level 
Table 1.1: Overview of research findings on the different types of encounters discussed 
by participants in Chapters 5-7 
1.4 Thesis chapters outline  
This thesis is comprised of eight chapters. Chapter two provides an overview of relevant 
literature on police communication and engagement with citizens. This is connected with 
literature on police legitimacy and democratic policing. The chapter begins by 
highlighting key debates from the literature on police legitimacy. The main argument here 
is that current studies on police legitimacy have been largely quantitative and there needs 
to be a better understanding of how and when different models of police legitimacy fit 
into police and citizen narratives. Furthermore, research on police legitimacy points to 
the importance of the relationship between the police and citizens, as the terms 
communication and engagement are defined in the next section. With an understanding 
of this, the following section discusses the ‘growth’ of citizen focused policing from the 
second part of the twentieth century onwards. The final section in the chapter outlines 
how close relationships between the police and citizens are key to ensuring democratic 
policing.  
Developing on from police communication and engagement in a broad sense, Chapter 
three focuses on literature on police use of social media. The chapter starts by setting the 
context of social media as the evolution of the web is presented. The next section 
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introduces studies on police use of social media as how and why the police use social 
media is explored. This again conveys the importance of police legitimacy, as this is 
discussed in connection to formal and informal styles of police communication. The 
chapter demonstrates the need to understand how social media is utilised and understood 
in the police, as well as how citizens make sense of police communication. These 
considerations contributed to the research questions used in this study, as these are 
discussed in more detail in the final section.  
Chapter four outlines the methodology and methods utilised in order to explore the 
research questions of the study. The chapter conveys how police and citizen perspectives 
were studied as well as how online analysis was conducted. The chapter starts with 
research philosophy, by illustrating the adaptive theoretical approach taken and then 
discusses how reflexivity was used throughout the research process. The next section on 
research design outlines the case study approach adopted in the study. The chapter then 
moves on to research implementation and sets out the methods and data analysis used for 
researching with the police, citizens, and online.    
Chapter five introduces findings from this study on citizens’ perceptions of police 
legitimacy on social media. This is discussed in connection with six themes from data 
analysis: trust, respect, social bond between the police and citizens, dialogue, formal 
communication styles, and informal communication styles. The chapter argues that 
citizens evaluate policing in instrumental and normative ways as people’s narratives 
switch between these models. As well as this, police legitimacy is shown to be in flux 
depending on how the police use social media. Specifically, formal and informal 
communication styles are connected to internal debates in the police on power-holder 
legitimacy claims. This also includes disagreements on the ability of the police to enhance 
legitimacy online compared to face-to-face encounters. 
Chapter six presents findings on how citizens accept and contest police legitimacy on 
social media. The chapter focuses on police participants’ stories relating to how citizens 
scrutinise and appraise policing. The first section considers citizens’ support for the 
police. The next section illustrates negative scrutiny and criticism of policing. The chapter 
recognises how police officers and police staff feel they are treated by citizens. This is 
crucial given much research to date on procedural justice has focused on citizen 
perspectives. As well as this, a key consideration in the chapter is how both the police 
and citizens display power on social media. This in turn challenges notions of the police 
being viewed as ‘power-holders’ in the digital sphere.  
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Chapter seven examines relationships within the police amongst police officers and staff. 
To start with, social media arrangements in Inchloch and Drumauld police divisions are 
presented. After this, congruence and incongruence between police officers and staff is 
considered. Finally, agreements and tensions between national and local levels of policing 
is explored. Overall, this chapter shows debates within the police organisation on policing 
and social media expertise, hierarchy, and authority to both use and govern how social 
media is used.   
Chapter eight brings together a discussion of the key findings and contributions developed 
throughout the thesis. Chapter eight starts by discussing the research findings in relation 
to existing literature analysed in Chapter two and three. Afterwards, the research findings 
are discussed in connection to the research questions studied. The next section discusses 
the significant and original contribution of the study to knowledge. Overall, the study 
makes three contributions. First of all, the study confirms Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) 
dialogic approach to police legitimacy and shows that police legitimacy on social media 
is in flux and resembles an ongoing conversation between the police and citizens. Citizens 
accept and contest police authority based on their perceptions of policing in physical 
spaces, and the police also attempt to reassert their authority when this is challenged by 
citizens. Second of all, the study makes a contribution to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) 
notion of power-holder legitimacy by showing that power is contested within the police 
organisation in relation to police social media practices. Furthermore, the study shows 
that citizens have more power over the police on social media, as the police struggle to 
control the conversation online. Third of all, the study contributes to procedural justice 
theory by illustrating that police officers and staff also judge their encounters in terms of 
how citizens are procedurally just and fair towards them. Perceptions of fairness feature 
interchangeably with attitudes of crime-fighting police roles in police and citizen 
narratives. In other words, people switch between procedural justice and an instrumental 
model of policing when they assess police legitimacy. The final section assesses the 
research design used in terms of its strengths and weaknesses.  
Chapter nine provides a conclusion to the thesis and reiterates the key arguments. The 
chapter begins by summarising the research findings. The next section summarises the 
contribution of the thesis towards Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) dialogic approach to 
police legitimacy, Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) notion of power-holder legitimacy, and 
procedural justice theory. Afterwards, future research avenues are discussed in 
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connection to studying communication between the police and citizens on social media. 
The final section outlines implications of the research findings for policy and practice. 
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2 Review of research and types of policing relevant to understanding the 
relationship between the police and citizens  
2.1 Introduction   
In order to understand the role of social media in contemporary policing it is important to 
first consider wider communication developments. The scope of the chapter involves 
drawing on both criminological and non-criminological literature to illustrate why and 
how the police communicate with citizens. The chapter begins by conveying the 
importance of a consensus model of policing and policing by consent. Much attention is 
given to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) dialogic approach to understanding police 
legitimacy. This is connected to debates from the literature on how police services can 
enhance their legitimacy. A major gap in the literature presented here is that prior research 
overlooks the potential interactions between instrumental and normative models of 
policing. In turn, this points to the need to consider how the police communicate and 
engage with citizens. Accordingly, the next section offers clear definitions of the terms 
communication and engagement. Afterwards, communication and media studies are 
employed to make sense of a trajectory from ‘communication’ to ‘engagement’ by public 
bodies in recent times. This connects to the recent shift towards citizen-focused policing 
that centres on bringing the police closer to communities. The chapter concludes by 
discussing literature on democratic policing and argues that it is imperative citizens are 
engaged with the police.  
Before delving further into the literature, it is worth reflecting on how relevant material 
was accessed and selected for consideration in the following literature review chapters. 
Firstly, relevant material on police and citizen communication was examined. Central to 
understanding the relationship between the police and citizens is consent, trust, 
confidence, and legitimacy in the police. As alluded to in the previous paragraph this sets 
the context for thinking about policing and social media, discussed in the next chapter. 
Usefully, Mazerolle et al. in 2013 generated a systematic review on research about police 
legitimacy as this also incorporated studies linked to consent, trust, and confidence in the 
police. Their review provides much of the discussion in this chapter on the relationship 
between the police and citizens online.   
Secondly, literature searches on police use of social media were conducted. Between 2015 
and 2019, separate literature searches were performed using the database Applied Social 
Sciences Index & Abstracts (ASSIA) and Web of Science. A complete list of all search 
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terms used to search for existing literature on policing and social media is included in 
table 2.1. These search terms were generated using terminology linked to social media 
(including platforms and words related to the online environment). Scholarly works 
written in English only were reviewed. The titles and abstracts of papers were studied, as 
literature relating to police use of social media platforms were selected for review. As 
well as this, the reference lists in each of the publications identified via ASSIA and web 
of science were studied as further texts relating to policing and social media were 
incorporated into the review. Over seventy articles relating to policing and social media 
were reviewed.  Each paper was analysed in connection to six themes: main research 
questions, methodology and methods, findings, relevance to policing and social media 
(including how and why social media was used), connection to other literature, and 
identified or linked gaps. Key considerations generated from this analysis is presented in 
Chapter three.     
Search terms linked to the police  Search terms linked to social media  
police or policing or "law enforcement"  "social media" OR "social network*" OR 
Facebook OR Myspace OR Bebo OR 
Friendster OR online OR "Online 
platform" OR Twitter OR Blog* OR 
"micro blog*" OR Micro-blog* OR 
"Work-bogging" OR Instagram OR flick 
OR Pinterest OR tumble OR 
"POLAROID BLIPFOTO" OR VINE OR 
SoundCloud OR LinkedIn Academia.edu 
OR "Mass communication" OR "New 
media" OR "Digital media" OR 
"Computer-mediated communication" 
OR "Simulated policing"  
Table 2.1: Search terms used as part of literature review on policing and social media 
2.2 Policing by consent, trust, confidence and legitimacy  
Compliance with the law and cooperation with the police are important determinants of 
effective policing (Tyler, 2011). In particular, voluntary deterrence from breaking the law 
is needed as it is “impractical for the police to be everywhere all of the time” (Tyler, 2004, 
p.85). Likewise, the police rely on citizens to help fight crime by identifying crime 
suspects and reporting crime more generally. Central to this, is the notion ‘policing by 
consent’, also referred to as ‘consensus policing’. These are often seen as distinctly British 
(Rogers, 2014). The origins of this can be seen in Robert Peel’s Nine Principles of 
Policing in 1829 which, among other things, identifies the need for public approval of the 
police (Police Federation, 2008). Consensus policing is when people accept the need for 
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public policing and as a result comply and cooperate with police action and practices, 
although, this is rarely taken as being across all people (Jones et al., 1996). When the 
police have support from citizens, they can be seen to act on the democratic will of people. 
This requires police transparency as citizens are expected to have knowledge of policing. 
Similarly, citizens should be able to contribute to policing decisions. Without these 
features, policing would be carried out on citizens as opposed to with citizens (Carty, 
2008). Key to policing by consent is trust, confidence and legitimacy in policing. As Jones 
(2006, p.581) puts it: 
The police, in any society, are often the most visible representatives of the state’s 
power. Given the ability of the police to deprive citizens of the basic right of 
liberty, the maintenance of police legitimacy in a democracy is paramount. 
Before proceeding, it is therefore relevant to distinguish between trust, confidence and 
legitimacy. Although, trust and confidence are not always differentiated in the literature, 
Bradford et al. (2009, p.2) make a useful distinction: “trust is something you do, and 
confidence is something you have”. In this sense, trust encapsulates perceptions by 
citizens of their relationship with the police. Confidence delineates how people assess 
police actions and procedures. Two competing definitions of police legitimacy have also 
been put forward in the literature, as the second of these was adopted for the current study 
due to its broader conceptualisation.   
The first definition of legitimacy refers to a person’s judgement on the right of the police 
to use their authority from a recognised privileged position (Bottoms and Tankebe, 2012). 
This follows that trust and confidence can be measured in accordance with police practice 
(including the ability of the police to prevent and detect crime) and philosophy (including 
police impartiality). This definition also captures the extent to which an individual 
believes they have a duty to give consent to police use of power. This includes, 
judgements by citizens on police officers using power during encounters. Finally, this 
definition also considers attitudes on the way that the police control crime, as police 
practices are viewed as either appropriate or indefensible. However, as Bottoms and 
Tankebe (2012) point out, this first definition largely focuses on perceptions held by 
citizens relating to the legitimacy of the police. This therefore does not appreciate how 
police officers themselves view their own legitimacy, nor how legitimacy evolves during 
ongoing encounters between the police and citizens.  
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Consequently, the current study adheres to the second definition of legitimacy, as put 
forward by Bottoms and Tankebe (2012). In this definition, importance is placed upon 
how legitimacy is understood within the police organisation, and by citizens. This 
definition also asks “whether a power-holder is justified in claiming the right to hold 
power over other citizens” adhering to a “right to rule” perspective (Bottoms and 
Tankebe, 2012, p.124-125). The need to recognise how perceptions of police officers and 
police staff contribute to understandings of legitimacy is all the more important given 
prior research has largely focused on citizens’ attitudes of police legitimacy (Mazerolle 
et al., 2013).  
With an understanding of how the terms policing by consent, trust, confidence and 
legitimacy were used in the current study, this chapter now focuses more specifically on 
what we know about police legitimacy. Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) ‘dialogic approach 
to legitimacy in criminal justice’ offers an important starting point. Their conceptual 
framework has yet to be explored empirically, as the current study was the first to observe 
and capture if and how police legitimacy on social media resembles a dialogic approach. 
The authors convey the idea that police legitimacy is generated from a series of 
conversations between the police and citizens. Consequently, they argue that police 
legitimacy is in flux and changes across space and time. This points to the need to 
understand attitudes relating to legitimacy both within the police organisation and by 
citizens.  
Internally, Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) argue that it is important to acknowledge how 
people within the police understand their own legitimacy. Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) 
refer to this as power-holder legitimacy. This denotes “the cultivation of self-confidence 
in the moral rightness of power-holders’ authority” (p.154). In this sense, police officers 
are viewed as power-holders as this also points to their self-belief in their right-to-rule. 
Central to these ideas are how police officers justify their actions. Again, these factors are 
important given “the dual and interactive character of legitimacy, which necessarily 
involves both power-holders and audiences, has been largely neglected” (Bottoms and 
Tankebe, 2012, p.119). Congruence is when power-holders and their audience accept 
police claims to legitimacy. On the other hand, incongruence is when power-holders have 
a strong sense of internal legitimacy, however their audience refuses to accept this. The 
authors claim that in these cases, power-holders will respond by adjusting their own 
claims to legitimacy. 
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Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) argument that research needs to consider how legitimacy 
is understood within the police echoes Sklansky (2005, p.1829) earlier proposition that  it 
is important not to focus solely on police and citizen encounters “but also to the various 
internal policies and procedures that wind up shaping who the police are”. Bradford and 
Quinton (2014) refer to this as ‘self-legitimacy’ as this also centres on police officers’ 
confidence in their own legitimacy. For Bradford and Quinton (2014) it is important to 
recognise internal and organisational dynamics within the police in order to understand 
how the police engage externally with citizens. This has been explored in relation to 
internal procedural justice and organisational justice. For Tyler (2014, p.4) this involves 
understanding how officers are treated by police leaders in terms of “dignity, respect, and 
fairness”. Similarly, organisational justice incorporates procedural justice elements linked 
to fairness of decision-making (how decisions are made), and encounters between police 
personnel (including being treated with dignity and respect) (Bradford et al., 2014). 
Organisational justice also considers how resources and rewards are distributed across 
the police (distributive justice). While these studies recognise officers’ sense of 
procedural justice within the police organisation, research has yet to consider how police 
officers feel they are treated during encounters by citizens from a procedural justice 
outlook. Later on, research is shown to have studied procedural justice from a citizen 
perspective. Therefore, it is relevant to understand officers’ sense of fairness, dignity, and 
respect in terms of how they feel are treated by citizens during encounters.  
Contemporary studies suggest that these internal factors may have an impact on how the 
police engage externally with citizens. For Bradford and Quinton (2014) officers who 
identify with the police and feel they are treated fairly by their force have a greater sense 
of their own legitimacy. These officers are also more likely to champion democratic 
policing principles (including how they respect citizens’ rights). These ideas connect to 
Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) dialogic approach that suggests police legitimacy is 
relational. This means that internal considerations inside the police organisation shape 
officers’ encounters with citizens. However, it is important to note that Bradford and 
Quinton’s (2014) study was conducted with police participants only as officers completed 
survey questions about their own authority and their relationships within the police 
organisation. On the other hand, incorporating citizens’ attitudes as well, it may be 
possible to understand how both internal factors (within the police organisation) and 
external factors (between the police and citizens) shape police legitimacy. This in turn, 
highlights the need to capture both police and citizen perspectives in the same study. 
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Whereas these considerations focus on police legitimacy in an internal sense (i.e. 
perceptions relating to legitimacy within the police organisation) Bottoms and Tankebe 
(2012) also argue that it is important to understand how citizens assess police legitimacy. 
Much of the research to date has considered how citizens form their perceptions of the 
police. Examining the literature shows instrumental and normative considerations 
(defined next) have been studied in relation to legitimacy, consent, trust and confidence. 
However, it is important to recognise that other factors have also been linked to 
legitimacy, consent, trust and confidence. For example, Ericson (2007) reports that 
citizens often accept police use of power in order to attend large-scale music or sports 
events, for example by having their bag searched. As well as this, police visibility (Merry 
et al., 2012) and the traditional media (Hough and Roberts, 2004) have been linked to 
confidence in the police and police legitimacy.  
Nevertheless, studying instrumental and normative considerations is important as these 
form some of the key premises of democratic policing. Stone and Ward (2000, p.16) 
describe this idea as “what people should expect from the police is some assurance of 
safety and to be treated decently”. Whereas safety is an instrumental concern, treatment 
by the police denotes a normative consideration (Sargeant and Kochel, 2016). The 
distinction between instrumental and normative models was first made by Tom Tyler in 
1990. The rest of the section discusses these models in more detail and reveals that on 
account of being studied as distinct concepts in existing research, a major gap in police 
legitimacy literature is the potential interactions between instrumental and normative 
models of policing.  
The instrumental position links in with deterrence, and assumptions that severity of 
punishment influences compliance. During police encounters, people will base their 
assessments of the police on the favourability of outcomes, including the extent to which 
discretion is exercised by officers (Tyler, 1997). In relation to legitimacy, this has been 
discussed in terms of perceptions on: victimisation (becoming a victim of crime and fear 
of crime) (Bradford and Myhill, 2015); police performance (how effective the police are 
at fighting crime); risk (likelihood that wrongdoers will be detected); and distributive 
justice (how resources are allocated across society, including space and people) (Sunshine 
and Taylor, 2003). From this perspective, the police need to tackle crime, reduce crime 
rates, and make people feel safe (Jackson et al., 2009). Elsewhere, this has been described 
as “getting results” (Bradford and Myhill, 2015, p.24). An example, discussed in more 
detail in the next chapter, is police communication that depicts ‘success stories’ linked to 
 
34 
 
fighting crime. This perspective also views police officers in terms of “militaristic strong 
men who are effective in deterring, investigating and solving crime” (Davies et al., 2016, 
p.458). However, each of the studies cited here on instrumental models of policing 
focuses exclusively on citizen attitudes of police legitimacy. Instead, a dialogic approach 
to understanding police legitimacy highlights the importance of embedding citizen and 
police perspectives in the same study. In doing this, it is possible to see the relational 
feature of police legitimacy in terms of the connections between citizen and police 
judgements.  
In contrast, numerous studies have built on the work of Tyler (1990) and highlighted the 
importance of normative factors of legitimacy. Indeed, existing research has largely 
supported the claim that normative models of policing enhance police legitimacy more 
than instrumental models (Mazerolle et al., 2013). A normative model includes people’s 
experiences during encounters with the police and their moral judgements on police 
actions. Central to this is the procedural justice model. This posits that if the police are 
fair during encounters, people will be compliant and will have trust and confidence in the 
police. Procedural justice includes four elements centred on the nature of contact between 
citizens and the police (Mazerolle, 2013; Tyler, 2014). Firstly, citizens should be able to 
engage in two-way dialogue when interacting with an officer and should be heard when 
policies are created. This is discussed in the next chapter in connection to two-way 
communication between the police and citizens on social media. Secondly, police practice 
is assessed in accordance with perceptions of impartiality. This is reflected through 
transparency and unbiased decision making, somewhat similar to distributive justice. 
Thirdly, police behaviour during interactions with citizens is appraised in connection to 
“dignity and politeness” (Tyler, 2014, p.10). Fourthly, citizens make assessments of the 
broadcasted institutional culture of the police, in terms of the extent to which they act in 
their community’s interests. This is reflected in expectations of policing and perceptions 
of trustworthiness. This fourth element has been developed by Ben Bradford and 
colleagues as the ‘expressive’ and symbolic nature of policing.  An expressive model of 
policing exists when the police are found to represent community values and norms 
(Bradford and Myhill, 2015).  
However, it is important to note that Tom Tyler’s work on normative legitimacy and in 
particular procedural justice relies on quantitative surveys (see for example Sunshine and 
Tyler, 2003; Tyler and Fagan, 2006). These studies have attempted to calculate the impact 
(mostly using statistical analysis) of pre-defined, measures of fairness. In doing this, a 
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number of complexities are overlooked, as has put forward by Harkin (2015). For 
example, most people have limited face-to-face interaction with the police. Therefore, 
factors other than personal experience likely shape how people form their perceptions of 
the police. Tom Tyler’s work also focuses largely on citizens’ experiences and 
perceptions of the police. Instead, from a dialogic approach it is important to capture both 
police and citizen perspectives in order to show how legitimacy is constructed during the 
conversation between the police and citizens.     
In addition, research to date has studied and measured instrumental and normative models 
of policing as distinct concepts. Therefore, a major gap in relation to thinking about how 
police legitimacy is constructed, is the potential interplay between instrumental and 
normative models of policing. For example, Karakus (2015) in studying how police 
legitimacy is created from a citizen perspective in Istanbul, Turkey used survey questions 
to do with police performance (instrumental), disorder (instrumental), fear of crime 
(instrumental) and procedural justice (normative). This therefore overlooks the potential 
interactions and interplay between these models in terms of how people assess police 
legitimacy. Consequently, it is pertinent to uncover how and when these models fit into 
police and citizen narratives. Furthermore, social media by its very nature is interactive, 
therefore justifying a qualitative deeper appreciation of police and citizen communication 
online. This gap in connection to the interplay between instrumental and normative 
models of policing is explored throughout the thesis. Nevertheless, the relationship 
between the police and citizens, is central to these considerations. Therefore, it is 
important to consider what we mean by communication, and how this has existed in 
connection to policing over time.  
2.3 Understanding communication and engagement    
Establishing a clear distinction between ‘communication’ and ‘engagement’ is difficult 
in light of the contradictions, overlap, and multiplicity of meanings within the literature 
(Bessonov, 2008; Burchell et al., 2009; and Tyagi and Misra, 2011). In general, when 
explicitly differentiated, ‘communication’ is taken as the exchange of information, codes 
and messages. This is linked to its Latin origins with ‘communicare’ meaning ‘to inform 
or share’ and ‘to make common’ (Bessonov, 2008; Strechie, 2014). Engagement implies 
interaction on a deep level, emphasising the need for a closer more familiar relationship 
between involved parties. Commonly associated terms with engagement include 
participation, consultation, collaboration and co-creation (Pearce, 2011; Laasch and 
Conaway, 2015). The overlap between communication and engagement can be seen in 
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connection to public engagement which can include both communication and 
participation (Maile and Griffiths, 2014). ‘Public involvement’ and ‘public participation’ 
are frequently used interchangeably with public engagement across literature (Rowe and 
Frewer, 2005).  
The literature discussed in the following paragraphs highlights a shift in policy from 
public bodies communicating at citizens to engaging with citizens. This provides an 
important context for understanding the move towards citizen-focused policing, as is 
discussed in the next section. Oosthuizen (1995) reports that communication in the first 
part of the twentieth century was seen in research and policy as a way of governing human 
behaviour as early writers formed a positivist communication approach, adhering to the 
doctrine of positivism from the seventeenth century onwards. This followed a recurring 
debate on the role of the media in contributing to lawlessness and a breakdown of social 
order in Western society (Oosthuizen, 1995). Guided by the ‘positivist ideal’ (creating ‘a 
better world’) mass communication was viewed as key to controlling and regulating 
human behaviour as this was accelerated during World War One with mass media used 
for propaganda goals (Oosthuizen, 1995). From the 1930s, communication and media 
studies, in keeping with the growing focus on empiricism (human life can be deduced to 
observable facts and thus measured), focused on the ‘effects’ of communication on users’ 
subsequent beliefs (Oosthuizen, 1995). This is linked to the Chicago School of Sociology 
in the 1920s and the later inception of interactionism and ethnographic research (Rogers, 
1986).  
While the origins of public communication have existed in policy for at least the last 100 
years, the concept ‘public engagement’ is a more contemporary phenomenon in the UK. 
The roots of this tie into three significant developments since the 1970s. Barnes et al. 
(2004, p.270) summarise this as “democratic renewal, performance improvement, and 
community capacity building”. Firstly, in the second part of the twentieth century, 
policies aimed at ‘improving communities’ featured prominently in government 
discourse. Secondly, the 1980s introduced an era known as consumer politics, and 
transformed civilians from clients to consumers. In this sense they could provide feedback 
and convey their satisfaction levels in public institutions, including to what extent they 
view public bodies as legitimate. This began with the New Public management (NPM) 
model for the public sector introduced by Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government. 
Managerialism was endorsed as the primary strategy in the delivery of services, 
underlining the need for efficiency and effectiveness similar to that of a business model. 
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Thirdly, since New Labour, the emphasis has centred on engagement, in terms of 
participation, in an attempt to modernise the public sector making it receptive to changing 
community needs. In addition to meeting citizens’ needs, engagement was identified as a 
means for bringing about ‘active citizenship’ and making public services more 
accountable to public expectations, with ‘improvement’ again imperative. This latter 
stage, reflects the move from NPM to New Public Service (Brainard and McNutt, 2010). 
Therefore, in connection to this thesis, social media is one way the police can engage with 
citizens.  
The importance placed upon engagement with citizens has featured across a range of 
social institutions. In each of these, public engagement has been identified as a means of 
improving service. In science this inception has been termed a “sea change” delineating 
a shift from communicating to citizens (mostly about education) to engagement in order 
to procure their knowledge (Burchell et al., 2009, p.6). Likewise, in Scotland, Councils 
are guided by ‘principles of effective engagement with communities’ (Scottish 
Government, 2004). In academia, public engagement has been recognised as two-way, 
meaning that researchers can raise awareness of their work and ensure this will have 
impact, as is championed with the Research Excellence Framework or as commonly 
referred to ‘REF’ (2019) (Hamlyn et al., 2015). Citizens can contribute to research using 
their own experiences, skills and expertise (Hamlyn et al., 2015). Elsewhere, in a health 
context, policy around the 1990s asserted the need for ‘deliberation’ with public input in 
healthcare priorities (Abelson et al., 2003). For Abelson et al. (2003, p.241) this was taken 
as “the act of considering different points of view and coming to a reasoned decision”. 
Deliberation can be distinguished between: ‘within government’ (between elected 
persons) and ‘outside government’ (incorporating citizens into decision making). The 
latter has included “citizens’ juries and planning cells”, “citizens’ panels”, “consensus 
conferences” and “deliberative polling” (Abelson et al., 2003, p.242-243). On a similar 
note, the thesis explores the role of social media in police and citizen engagement with a 
particular focus on police legitimacy.   
The literature presented in this section highlights the growing importance placed upon 
communication by public and private institutional bodies with citizens over time. A key 
consideration here is how ‘engagement’ has emerged as a key governance strategy in 
recent times. These considerations are applied specifically to a policing context next, as 
the focus shifts to the relationship between the police and citizens. This is discussed in 
connection to literature on citizen-focused policing.  
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2.4 The ‘growth’ of citizen focused policing 
For Wunsch and Hohl (2009) police services today need to both tackle crime and have a 
positive relationship with citizens. This has been accelerated from the second part of the 
twentieth century, with the shift towards ‘public engagement’. Although, it is important 
to recognise that policing across the UK included citizen-focused practices prior to the 
1970s with for example Henry and John Fielding advocating close workings (in particular 
information exchange) between officers and London residents and businesses in the 18th 
century (Rawlings, 1995). However, from the 1960s onwards there was a gradual 
decrease in public trust in the state in both the UK (Bradford et al., 2009; Gilling, 2010) 
and in the USA (Perry and Wise, 1990). Indeed, for Bayley and Shearing (1996. p.600) 
“democratic societies may fear crime, but they fear authoritarianism more” as “in the 
Anglo-American tradition, government is distrusted”. This led to calls to enhance police 
legitimacy through “democratic renewal, performance improvement, and community 
capacity building” from the 1970s onwards, as was discussed in section 2.1 (Barnes et al., 
2004, p.270). This also represents a broader attempt to modernise policing (Higgins, 
2018).  
Significantly, around the 1970s, police organisations were viewed as becoming more 
detached from communities and increasingly reactive in practice (Higgins, 2018). This 
was partly a result of fewer officers having to police larger areas and also coincided with 
the introduction of patrolling in cars, as the number of foot patrols and thus face-to-face 
encounters between the police and citizens reduced. Bullock (2014, p.104) describes the 
inception of automobiles in police organisations as “providing a (literal) barrier between 
citizens and the police”. Today, financial cutbacks to policing in the UK with austerity 
challenge how local policing is delivered (Millie, 2014). This therefore raises questions 
on how much time police officers spend in their communities, engaging with local people 
as the next chapter considers how social media is used by the police in order to engage 
with citizens. These considerations have since informed citizen-focused policing 
approaches (Bayley and Shearing, 1996). This can be defined as policing strategies that 
attempt to rectify the apparent disconnect between the police and citizens. On a similar 
note, Terpstra and Fyfe (2019) have used the term ‘abstract police’ to suggest that the 
police are now detached from citizens.  
Policing under this umbrella has included community, reassurance and neighbourhood 
policing as is discussed in more detail in the following sections (Casey, 2008). The phrase 
‘community policing’ is largely used in US policy, whilst ‘community engagement’ 
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features in UK policy (Myhill, 2012). These approaches centre on the same principle of 
“closer relationships between the police and the community” (Casey, 2008, p.22). This 
recognises the community as an “active co-participant in the solution to neighbourhood 
problems” (Cosgrove and Ramshaw, 2015, p.81). Similarly, from a consumer politics 
outlook this champions state and police responsiveness to public expectations (Skogan, 
1994). In relation to police legitimacy, this too suggests that by listening to community 
concerns the police can enhance their legitimacy (Tyler and Fischer, 2014). This again 
highlights the need to understand how police legitimacy is understood by citizens on 
social media. In England and Wales, this progressed through political movements in the 
1980s shaped by the NPM model and intensified under the New Labour administration, 
starting in 1997 (Mawby, 2010a). This latter phase witnessed tighter control and greater 
scrutiny of policing and demanded a cost-effective service, involved in “rebuilding the 
foundations of a strong civic society” (McLaughlin et al., 2001, p.304). It is important to 
note that community, reassurance and neighbourhood policing are not discrete terms as 
there is no universally accepted criteria for each (discussed in more detail later). As 
Longstaff et al. (2015, p.29) notes, community policing can “mean different things to 
different people and lacks a clear definition”. Accordingly, the following parts discuss 
each of these policing paradigms in more detail and highlights their similarities and 
differences.  
Community policing  
Whilst there is not enough space here to provide extensive coverage of all community 
policing literature, some of this is explored in order to reveal the key features. The term 
community policing emerged in the UK in the late 1970s. Defining community policing 
is problematic as this has changed over time and has been utilised in different ways across 
police services (Weisburd and Eck, 2004). Community policing commonly refers to the 
values associated with how policing is carried out, with this closely associated with 
‘traditional values’ (Bullock, 2014). In this sense, community policing is often seen as “a 
particular philosophy or type of locally based policing” (Myhill, 2012, p.20). Indeed, for 
Myhill (2012) this represents a key difference from neighbourhood policing which 
exclusively denotes a specific policing programme in England and Wales, although both 
share similar features, as is discussed. In a philosophical sense, community policing, 
marks a shift from seeing the police function as solely crime-fighting. Instead, this 
recognises police work around “order maintenance, social service, and general 
assistance” (Cordner, 2014, p.434). Community policing supports citizens having the 
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opportunity to contribute to “local police priorities and to develop creative solutions to 
community problems” (Trojanowicz and Bucqueroux, 1990, p.15). Whilst policing has 
sometimes been criticised for viewing “the police as the experts”, community policing 
champions partnership working with communities in order to tackle crime (Trojanowicz, 
and Bucqueroux, 1990, p.14). This can create “bottom-up” accountability” (Bayley and 
Shearing, 1996, p.596). This links to Police Scotland’s (2016) recent ‘Your View Counts’ 
survey which invited citizens (largely through social media) to contribute to policing 
priorities. Accordingly, this begins to show how social media can be used by the police 
to engage with citizens.  
In addition to a ‘philosophical dimension’, community policing also includes a ‘strategic 
dimension’, ‘tactical dimension’ and ‘organisational dimension’ (Cordner, 2014, p.433). 
These, additional dimensions mean that community policing is not only a paradigm, but 
can also be delivered in practice. The ‘strategic dimension’ requires familiarity and 
regular interaction between officers, communities and local organisations (including 
partnership with other safety organisations). For instance, the notion the ‘bobby on the 
beat’ is often linked to harmonious relationships between the police and citizens (Bullock, 
2014). Indeed, for Trojanowicz and Bucqueroux (1990, p.18) community policing 
requires a “human touch” as they argue that this can only occur during face-to-face 
interaction between officers and citizens. As a result, it is relevant to study if and how 
police services can establish a personal relationship with their audience online and on 
social media. In practice, the ‘tactical dimension’ relates to specific programmes centred 
on “positive interaction, partnerships, and problem solving” (Cordner, 2014, p.439). 
Lastly, community policing requires a specific ‘organisational dimension’ in order to 
facilitate the philosophical, strategic and tactical dimensions outlined. This includes, 
‘decentralisation’ (frontline officers have the power to make decisions) as well as ‘de-
specialisation’ (shifting resources from specialist functions to front-facing community 
roles) and ‘teams’ (encouraging officers to work together) (Cordner, 2014). Closely 
linked to community policing is reassurance policing.   
Reassurance policing  
Reassurance policing emerged in the UK at the turn of the 21st century in an attempt to 
tackle the ‘reassurance gap’. This denoted rising public fears of crime and diminishing 
levels of public confidence in the police despite decreasing levels of recorded crime 
(Herrington and Millie, 2006; Nicholson, 2011). In Scotland, reassurance policing 
formally begun in 2007 with the Association of Chief Police Officers in Scotland 
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(ACPOS) “public reassurance strategy” (Hamilton-Smith et al., 2014, p.165). As part of 
this, community policing was identified as a means of procuring reassurance. In 2011, 
‘The Reassuring the Public Programme’ was created in order to bring about a coordinated 
approach for addressing fear and confidence. This can be seen with the Building Safer 
Communities (BSC, 2015a) programme that aimed to reduce victimisation rates. Targets 
set for the year 2020 include “public spaces are clean and accessible and vandalism is 
rare” as well as “engage(ment) with local service providers and there are high levels of 
trust” (BSC, 2015b). This parallels recent developments in England and Wales with the 
National Reassurance Policing Programme (NRPP). Specifically, this called for policing 
to tackle local ‘signal crimes’ (Hamilton-Smith et al., 2014). This includes crimes and 
acts of deviancy which trigger local fears, as this perspective is linked to work by Martin 
Innes (2004). Therefore, this perspective posits that if the police listen to community 
concerns, its legitimacy will be enhanced (Tyler and Fischer, 2014). Neighbourhood 
policing is also closely associated with reassurance policing and community policing. 
Neighbourhood policing  
Neighbourhood policing strategies aim to address crime, disorder and local issues, by 
working with citizens and external organisations (Myhill, 2012, Association of Chief 
Police Officers, 2006; Higgins, 2018). Neighbourhood policing, has predominantly been 
adopted in England and Wales, and was introduced in 2003 with the National Reassurance 
Policing Programme (NRPP). Neighbourhood policing was identified as a means for 
addressing the ‘reassurance gap’ and was dedicated to “a visible presence, to engage with 
communities and to tackle their concerns through ‘problem solving’” (Higgins, 2018, 
p.7). This last point can be seen as “a commitment to problem solving rather than problem 
maintenance’” (Association of Chief Police Officers, 2006, p.13). Together, these 
undertakings it was argued would forge closer links between the police and communities, 
whilst also tackling local issues. This later coincided with Labour’s national target for 
police services in 2008 aimed at improving public confidence in the police (Home Office, 
2008). This single target tasked police services and local policing teams with being visible 
to their community (Higgins, 2018). For the Association of Chief Police Officers (2006), 
neighbourhood policing also incorporates a number of additional considerations. This 
includes, being “flexible, responsive and adaptable” to their local area as well as 
communicating regularly with local people through easily accessible channels (p.10). The 
police are required to have deeper engagement than “for example, street briefings, house-
to-house calls, 'have a say' days” (p.15). Instead, attempts should be made to facilitate 
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problem-solving by working together with communities to identify and deal with local 
crime and disorder. The police should also pay attention to the “management of public 
expectation in relation to capacity and capability’” of what policing can effectively 
achieve (p.13). This raises the idea that in order for citizens to contribute effectively to 
local issues, an awareness of police resources and practices is required. Although, 
potential pitfalls of this are not discussed. Finally, it is important to recognise that during 
its trial period, between 2005 and 2008, neighbourhood policing did not deliver on all of 
its outcomes. Whilst police services had successfully incorporated neighbourhood 
policing practices, the impact of this on public perceptions and experiences was varied 
(Higgins, 2018).   
2.4.1 Challenges to consider in relation to citizen-focused policing  
Additional research suggests people prefer a more distant relationship with the police as 
some people also favour anonymity when speaking to the police. For example, a global 
study conducted by Accenture (2012, p.2) found the majority (71 per cent) of people will 
be more likely to interact with the police, especially when reporting crime, if they can be 
anonymous. Jones, Newburn, and Smith (1996, p.193) also argue “it is not the case that 
every literate and sane person expects or wishes to actively participate in public policy 
making”. However, Millie (2012, p.1109) considers “if the public response is genuinely 
‘go away and leave us alone’, then the police ought to be asking ‘why’?” Altogether, this 
raises important questions on how and when citizens wish to engage with the police. 
Earlier, citizen-focused policing was shown to support citizens’ contributions to policing 
decisions. In connection to community policing, Cordner (2014) has called for familiarity 
and regular interactions between officers and citizens, as Tyler and Fischer (2014) have 
argued that by listening to community needs, police legitimacy will be enhanced. This in 
turn highlights the importance of understanding citizens’ perceptions in order to get a 
sense of how close a relationship do citizens want with the police.  
Furthermore, police culture studies reveal that citizen-focused policing approaches are 
often resisted within the police. For example, Reiner (2010) and Loftus (2010) suggest 
police officers often view ‘real’ police work as involving crime-fighting roles. 
Consequently, police officers favour jobs that entail tackling crime and ‘getting results’ 
by detecting crime. This therefore connects to an instrumental model of policing with 
officers expected to ‘fight crime’. However, Loftus (2010) also contends that this 
challenges how officers view ‘service’ roles and duties that are non-criminal in nature. 
For example, this can include attending community meetings and engaging with 
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communities more broadly. In turn, it was imperative to capture how social media was 
viewed within the police, as each of the findings chapters furthers our understanding of 
police perspectives on communicating with citizens in the digital sphere.  
Citizen-focused policing through community, neighbourhood, and reassurance policing 
suggests that close relationships between the police and citizens contributes to 
perceptions of police legitimacy, trust, and confidence in the police. However, literature 
presented in this section also challenges the extent to which both citizens want to engage 
with the police and the police want to engage with citizens. These debates are developed 
further in the next section in connection to literature on democratic policing.  
2.5 Democratic policing  
Democratic policing literature tells us why having a close relationship between the police 
and citizens is important and shows at the same time how the police can be legitimate. 
The Greek meaning of ‘democracy’ is ‘rule of (or by) the people’ (Jones et al., 1996, 
p.182). Accordingly, democratic policing starts from the same premise that “policing now 
belongs to everybody- in activity, in responsibility, and in oversight” (Bayley and 
Shearing, 1996, p.591). In a democratic sense, police legitimacy rests on the notion, 
policing must be carried out with citizens. Aitchison and Blaustein (2013) make a 
distinction between ‘policing for democracy’ and ‘democratically responsive policing’. 
The former suggests that democratic policing works towards democracy on a much 
broader level, including democratic government. An important function here is for 
policing to safeguard people’s rights (Aitchison et al., 2014). This is vital given the police 
are typically regarded as the “most visible representatives of a government to its people” 
(Stone and Ward, 2000, p.16). ‘Democratically responsive policing’, underpins how 
police services can be democratic. Key to this is police responsiveness, as the police can 
respond to the needs and perceptions of people, groups and institutions. The importance 
of having police services that engage with citizens is expressed by Jones et al. (1996, 
p.191) as “government should reflect the wishes of the people”. Both democratic policing 
and citizen-focused policing therefore advocate close workings between the police and 
citizens. An additional similarity is that democratic policing also argues that people 
should have the opportunity to contribute to local policing decisions, thus recognising 
their needs and expectations are met in practice. For the purpose of the current research, 
this pointed to the need to understand how police use of social media connects to both 
democratic and citizen-focused policing. Whist citizen-focused policing highlights the 
need for a close relationship, democratic policing views these features as necessary to 
 
44 
 
having democratic police. Police legitimacy is secured when police powers are justified 
by the democratic will of people. For Marenin (1998) there is no universal gold standard 
in terms of how police services can work towards being democratic. Instead, he argues 
that this will change across space and time, reflecting each unique setting in which 
policing operates. 
However, Marenin (1998) usefully shows how democratic policing can be assessed in 
accordance with six principles: efficiency, effectiveness, accessibility, accountability, 
congruence, and general order. Each of these considerations again point to how the police 
can be legitimate and can act on the democratic will of people. As is shown, instrumental 
and normative models of policing feature across the six principles meaning that both 
tackling crime and having procedurally just encounters, amongst other instrumental 
outcomes and normative experiences, are important aspects of democratic policing.  
‘Effectiveness’ is the first democratic policing principle identified by Marenin (1998) and 
means policing should make a positive and visible change on identified outcomes. In 
order to do this, Longstaff et al. (2015, p.4) identify five models that have been considered 
across the neighbourhood policing literature: “intensive enforcement” (the police should 
take a zero tolerance approach to tackling crime and disorder); “hotspots policing” (focus 
efforts in high crime areas); “predictive policing” (stop future crimes from happening); 
“problem-oriented policing” (use intelligence and work with all relevant partners); and 
“collective efficacy” (ensure cohesion amongst citizens, as this will mean people with be 
more likely to take action when crime occurs in their area). However, as section 2.2 
showed, literature has yet to consider how and when this more instrumental model of 
policing, linked to getting results, fits into citizens’ narratives. Therefore, it is important 
to understand how citizens make sense of an instrumental model before considering how 
this can contribute to democratic policing.  
‘Efficiency’ is the second democratic policing principle outlined by Marenin (1998), and 
requires that policing budgets be spent exclusively on roles and tasks which contribute to 
the effective delivery of policing. This therefore raises the idea that the police should only 
invest time and resources into using online platforms when this meets organisational 
outcomes. However, as the present section begins to show, democratic policing requires 
that organisational outcomes reflect and mirror the will of people. Consequently, 
capturing both police and citizen perspectives in the current study was imperative in order 
to recognise how policing was understood inside and outside of the police organisation. 
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However, delivering a high-quality service as Marenin (1998) suggests through 
effectiveness and efficiency may be at odds with rationalisation in policing. Rogers (2014, 
p.6) puts it that “rationalisation is very much quantitatively driven, very often at the 
expense of quality of service to the person at the receiving end, be they witness, victim 
or perpetrator”. For Rogers (2014) rationalisation can be seen in connection to the recent 
modernisation of policing through the ‘Mcdonaldization agenda’. The ‘Mcdonaldization’ 
of policing is characterised by: efficiency (managing resources carefully); calculability 
(focusing on instrumental outcomes); predictability (standardising processes, including 
operating procedures); control (assessing each call and report made to the police and 
deciding on the response); and franchise (financing other companies to provide services 
previously provided by the police).  
These considerations can lead to a number of potential pitfalls for police services 
according to Rogers (2014). Firstly, if officers are undertrained this can thwart their 
ability to successfully manage public relations. In connection to the thesis, this 
perspective suggests police officers may be unable to effectively engage with citizens on 
social media. Secondly, rationalisation for Rodgers (2014), can mean measurable 
outcomes are focused on in the police at the expense of quality of service. Consequently, 
police legitimacy may be damaged when encounters are not procedurally just. Thirdly, a 
‘service gap’ between internal police goals and external (public) expectations for policing 
may exist when the police do not fully understand public sentiment. These ideas are 
particularly relevant to a Scottish context. Recently, the ability of the police to maintain 
links with communities has been challenged by financial cutbacks to policing. This has 
led to an extension of response policing that includes responding to calls made to the 
police amongst other duties (Hamilton-Smith et al., 2014). In turn, these factors highlight 
the importance of understanding how police legitimacy is understood both within the 
police and by citizens.  
Developing on from ‘effectiveness’ and ‘efficiency’, the third principle of democratic 
policing identified by Marenin (1998) is ‘accessibility’ and from a distributive justice 
framework highlights that citizens should have fair access to services provided by the 
police. Jones et al. (1996) discuss this in terms of ‘equity’ as they contend that the police 
should allocate resources based on community ‘needs’. As well as this, the police are 
required to communicate its working to citizens and other organisations. Therefore, 
through social media the police can keep citizens informed about police activity. 
However, drawing on section 2.4 and the prospect that citizens may prefer a more distant 
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relationship with the police, citizens therefore may not wish to actively engage with police 
content online. Marenin’s (1998) ‘accessibility’ principle features in Aitchison et al. 
(2014) democratically responsive policing model. The authors make a distinction 
between vertical responsiveness and horizontal responsiveness. Vertical responsiveness 
means being responsive to citizens, providing a service that meets their demands. 
Horizontal responsiveness, entails responding to other institutions and organisations.  
The fourth democratic policing principle for Marenin (1998) is ‘accountability’ and 
necessitates that ‘the police are not accountable to the police’. This idea has more recently 
been put forward by Bullock (2014) who contends that citizens should be able to hold the 
police to account. In addition, Bayley (2001, p.14) contends policing should be 
“accountable to the law rather than to the government”. Jones et al. (1996) and the 
Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative (CHRI, 2005, p.17) also raise concern over 
centralising accountability arrangements and argue the police should “not become overly 
controlled by or identified with a single seat of power”. In Scotland, concern has been 
previously raised in relation to scrutiny of police practice by the Scottish Government 
(Donnelly, 2006). However, operational independence exists as ministers are prevented 
from making decisions relating to operations (Police and Fire Reform (Scotland) Act, 
2012). Elsewhere, this has been described as a common feature of colonial and regime 
style policing in some Commonwealth nations (CHRI, 2005). This style made policing 
accountable only to the government, acting in their interests. Instead, Jones et al. (1996) 
argue that power and accountability should be delegated across a range of institutional 
bodies. Whilst accountability here contends that citizens have a part to play in holding 
the police to account, section 2.4 also highlighted that this may be difficult if they are 
uninterested in engaging with policing-related decisions.  
The fifth democratic policing principle recognised by Marenin (1998) is congruence and 
means that people inside the police organisation as well as citizens should expect a level 
of fairness. The focus here is on encounters within the police organisation (amongst police 
personnel) and between the police and citizens. In a normative sense, this reflects 
judgments on the quality of encounters for police officers, police staff, and citizens. As 
well as studying perceptions held by citizens, this highlights the need to also understand 
officers’ attitudes and experiences. Section 2.2 showed that much of the procedural justice 
research to date has focused on a citizens’ outlook, but has yet to apply the model to how 
officers feel they are treated by citizens. Chapter six of the thesis develops our understand 
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of this by considering how police officers and police staff respond to citizens’ consenting 
and contesting police legitimacy.  
The sixth principle of democratic policing ‘general order’ is identified by Marenin (1998) 
as a fundamental way of ‘doing’ policing. In terms of police activity, officers are expected 
to use minimal force. In addition, ‘equity’ has been discussed in the literature as ensuring 
offenders and suspects are treated according “to the number and severity of the offences” 
(Jones et al., 1996, p.191). These ideas link to ‘policing by consent’ as discussed in the 
beginning of the chapter. This implies that policing, through granting a range of powers 
to police officers, can only be effective when citizens accept police legitimacy (Carty, 
2008).  
The literature discussed in this section shows citizen-focused policing is important to 
democratic policing, as the police are required to have a close relationship with citizens 
in order to be responsive to their needs and perceptions. Furthermore, when the police 
listen to and are responsive to community needs, police legitimacy may be enhanced 
(Tyler and Fischer, 2014). Marenin’s (1998) six principles of democratic policing offers 
a useful assessment of how the police can work towards democratic goals. However, the 
section showed that this relies on an appetite amongst citizens to engage with the police 
over policing decisions that some research suggests may be lacking. Consequently, these 
debates are explored in the thesis in connection to police and citizen communication on 
social media.  
2.6 Conclusion  
This chapter set the context for thinking about police communication and engagement 
with citizens, as the connections between police legitimacy, citizen-focused policing, and 
democratic policing were explored. Current studies suggest citizen-focused policing 
(including community, neighbourhood and reassurance policing) is crucial to police 
legitimacy and enhancing perceptions of trust and confidence in the police. This rests on 
the notion that by being responsive to public attitudes, needs, and expectations, police 
legitimacy will be enhanced. This was discussed in relation to instrumental and normative 
models of policing and how people form their perceptions of police legitimacy. At the 
same time, Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) dialogic approach to legitimacy suggests it is 
important to appreciate that police legitimacy changes over time in accordance with how 
citizens accept and contest police authority. Key to this approach is also understanding 
how legitimacy is understood within the police organisation. These considerations are 
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reflected in the research questions of this study on exploring police and citizen 
perspectives, as is discussed in more detail in the next chapter.   
It is important to note that research to date on police legitimacy has been predominantly 
quantitative. As a result, instrumental and normative models are usually studied as distinct 
concepts. Existing studies therefore overlook the possible interplay between these models 
and do not tell how and when these models contribute to police and citizen narratives. 
Concern has also been raised in relation to how much citizens want to engage with the 
police as well as how much police officers want to engage with citizens. However, 
democratic policing shows policing must be carried out with citizens. This is because 
policing should reflect the wishes and democratic will of people. Whilst the focus of the 
chapter was literature on police and citizen engagement in physical spaces, the next 
chapter examines what we know about police use of social media. Gaps identified from 
this chapter are developed in connection to policing and social media.   
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3 Police use of social media: literature review   
3.1 Introduction  
This chapter focuses exclusively on extant literature relating to police use of social media. 
To start with, the key features of social media are briefly defined before the next section 
reviews literature on police social media practices. A key focus here is how and why the 
police use social media in a communications capacity. However, some consideration is 
given to social media intelligence (also referred to as SOCMINT). Walsh and O’Connor 
(2019) refer to this as ‘surveillance’, as police services can access information and content 
on social media that is either criminal in itself or can be used by the police to fight crime. 
A significant focus of the chapter is police legitimacy, as literature discussed in Chapter 
two is used to make sense of how and why the police use social media. Consequently, 
both instrumental and normative models of policing are applied to what we know about 
how the police use social media. A major gap presented here is that research has yet to 
explore citizens’ perceptions of police use of social media. The last section of the chapter 
sets out the research questions explored in the current study.   
3.2 Key features of social media   
‘Social media’ is used in the thesis to refer to all online platforms that facilitate 
interactions between users. This definition has been put forward by Kietzmann et al. 
(2011) to include sites that share content (written, photo, video or bookmarking content 
which can be shared and often allow users to respond) as well as blogs, blogging and 
micro-blogging (real-time updates, commonly linked to Twitter), social networking 
(associated with Facebook and Myspace), and wikis (content that can be modified, 
including Wikipedia). Each of these platforms enable content to be shared in real-time 
(Kent, 2010). This list is also not exhaustive, and can be extended for example to include 
multiplayer online worlds (virtual games) as these also facilitate interactions between 
users. This research focuses on content sharing, micro-blogging, and social networking 
sites, as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube were utilised by the police in 
Scotland at the time of the study being carried out. 
The term ‘social media’ was first used around the mid-2000s, when various platforms 
were starting to emerge, including: Facebook (2004), YouTube (2005), Twitter (2006), 
and Instagram (2010) (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Ofcom, 2015; Zolkepli et al., 2015). 
Kane et al. (2014, p.280) show that social media platforms contain four features as these 
also have notable parallels with Ellison and Boyd’s (2013) categorisation. Firstly, social 
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media sites according to Kane et al. (2014, p.280) include “digital profile(s)” (personal 
online accounts). Ellison and Boyd (2013) refer to this as identifiable information relating 
to a user that is authentic and/or fictitious in nature. Secondly, Kane et al. (2014, p.280) 
show that social media sites allow users “search and privacy” (personal content can be 
accessed or made hidden by users). Thirdly, social media sites include “relational ties” 
(connections between users) (Kane et al., 2014, p.280). Across the literature, the ability 
of users to formulate a network with users on the same platform is taken as the cornerstone 
of contemporary social media for Ellison and Boyd (2013). Kane et al. (2014, p.285) 
highlight how relational ties can be analysed in connection to: “degree” (the total sum of 
ties included in a user’s online network); “symmetry” (relationships between two ties, 
including either: one-way, when one user only is linked to another profile; or two-way 
connections, when both users are linked); “affect” (user attitudes of other profiles); and 
“strength” (the level of interaction between two or more users). Fourthly, Kane et al. 
(2014) reveal that social media sites enable “network transparency” (accessing profiles 
linked to your network). While these features offer an insight into how users are both 
visible and connected to other users on social media, they do not tell us how social media 
platforms are utilised day-to-day by users and organisations, as the current study focuses 
on police adaptations of social media. Therefore, beyond social media in a general sense, 
the next section examines what we know from the literature on police use of social media.  
3.3 Police practices on social media  
Police services internationally started using social media around the mid-2000s (Brainard 
and McNutt, 2010; Crump, 2011; Schneider, 2014). Since then, social media has been 
utilised to assist with a range of police functions. This has included new opportunities for 
the police. Indeed, for Brainard and Derrick-Mills (2011, p.384) social media for the 
police means “do(ing) the same things more efficiently but also to do new things as well”. 
This includes communicating directly with citizens. In turn, this means circumventing the 
traditional media. Police services in Mawby’s (2010a, p.131) UK study reported 
“difficulties of controlling the message” with the traditional media. This was linked to 
inaccurate reporting of policing as the national press in particular were viewed at the time 
as being dishonest within the police organisation.  
Social media platforms also allow police services to communicate on a bigger scale and 
in real-time. In turn, social media is often seen as a financially cheap way for delivering 
core policing functions linked to aiding police activity as is discussed next (Ruddell and 
Jones, 2013). This idea is supported by Denef et al. (2012, p.17-18) who contend that the 
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“police can communicate to a large number of people with relatively little effort and 
financial investment”. The authors suggest there are no financial costs involved for the 
police using social media platforms, although advertising can be paid for. However, as 
Bullock (2018) points out officers are prevented from making best use of social media 
due to poor ICT systems in the police. On account of having limited mobile technology, 
officers cannot use social media on the move and instead had to return to their station.  
A useful starting point, is to also recognise more broadly how the police use social media 
platforms. Meijer and Thaens (2013) show that police services can use social media in 
three ways. Firstly, the police can disseminate information to citizens using social media 
as a ‘push ‘strategy’. This can include communicating critical information, including 
weather warnings. According to the authors, the police can also enhance citizens’ 
perceptions of the police and thus promote the police brand through using social media. 
For the police, a ‘push strategy’ means they can communicate from one-to-many, as their 
messages and content reach a larger audience. Kaigo (2012, p.24) highlights how different 
from one-to-one communication, content and information pushed by the police and other 
state organisations is “less obtrusive or informal” on account of the fact citizens are not 
required to reply. However, as is developed throughout the chapter, there is limited 
understanding on how citizens make sense of police use of social media. Secondly, Meijer 
and Thaens (2013) reveal that the police can also use social media to extract information 
by adopting a ‘pull strategy’. Similarly, Crump (2011, p.22) argues the police act as “local 
knowledge gathers” using social media to capture public awareness of local crimes, 
disorder, and policing concerns. For example, in relation to missing persons, the police 
can ask users on social media to assist with people’s whereabouts. The third approach 
identified by Meijer and Thaens (2013) relates to the police engaging in dialogue with 
citizens on social media, as they refer to this as the ‘networking strategy’. Unlike 
communicating via the traditional media, social media allows the police to engage in a 
conversation with citizens (Heverin and Zach, 2010). From a procedural justice model, 
prior research presented in the last chapter shows if the police have dialogue with citizens, 
they will then be viewed as procedurally just as this in turn will enhance police legitimacy 
(Tyler, 2011).  
While Meijer and Thaens (2013) illustrate more broadly three communication strategies, 
additional literature on why the police use social media starts to reveal outcomes and 
goals for the police. Critical analysis of existing studies shows that the police use social 
media in order to aid police activity and to enhance police reputation. These are discussed 
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in more detail in the following sections, as much of the focus again turns to police 
legitimacy. In particular, debates on why the police need legitimacy as well as how this 
can be enhanced on social media are explored from examining the literature. This in turn 
points to gaps in our understanding of how police legitimacy is understood both by 
citizens and within the police, as the current research sought to further study both of these 
perspectives.  
3.3.1 Police use of social media to aid police activity  
Police services use social media in order to aid operational policing and in turn to control 
crime. For Bullock (2018, p.254) this ties in with core functions as the police attempt to 
“generate information that might promote the enforcement of the criminal law or promote 
other police relevant outcomes”. Likewise, a Toronto Deputy Chief of police in Melekain 
and Wexler’s (2013, p.5) study argued social media “enables us to do old business in 
newer ways, but we still have to do old business” (Melekain and Wexler, 2013, p.5). Here, 
the Deputy Chief of Police points to the idea that social media has created new 
opportunities for the police. Current studies, highlighted next, highlight how a case for 
the police using social media is often when real-time information is considered necessary.  
In 2011, riots occurred across the globe (including in England, Egypt and Tunisia). Social 
media platforms were at the time utilised by activists and rioters in an attempt to 
encourage wider participation and to arrange demonstration locations (Smyth, 2012). At 
the time, the traditional media called for police social media sites to be closed down as 
they were viewed as somewhat deviant spaces that were facilitating crime (Procter et al., 
2013). However, how social media was used during the riots was inadequately captured 
by some police services at the time as they failed to grasp communication online amongst 
protestors and rioters (Williams et al., 2013). As a result, debates emerged about how 
social media should be used in the police, as using social media analytical tools were 
considered (Procter et al., 2013). For Crump (2011) the riots signified a turning point as 
hereon police services across the UK put greater effort into their social media practices.  
While the riots at the turn of the decade prompted police services to develop their 
practices, studies have since found that social media aids police activity in a number of 
ways. Table 3.1 (next page) was created from analysing existing literature and provides 
an overview of the different ways social media has been used to facilitate core policing 
tasks. Therefore, it is important to note that the table and discussion to follow reflects 
police activity practices cited in current studies. Some of these features tie in with Meijer 
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and Thaens’ (2013) threefold typology, as they reflect ‘push’, ‘pull’, and ‘interactive’ 
strategies by the police.  
Why the police use social media?  
1. To broadcast information 
2. Deterrence and compliance  
3. Informal social control  
4. For crime and missing persons appeals  
5. To rectify incorrect information  
6. To reassure the public  
7. Target particular audiences  
8. Community policing 
Table 3.1: Operational policing activities by the police on social media 
The focus of the current study is on the relationship between the police and citizens, 
therefore much of the discussion here is on research to do with community policing 
activities on social media. Before exploring this literature further, it is relevant to note 
some of the other ways that the police have used social media. Firstly, social media has 
been used in the police to broadcast information on present and future risks (Heverin and 
Zach, 2010; Lewis and Lewis, 2012; Lee and McGovern, 2013a; Proctor et al., 2013). 
Secondly, the police can use social media to create deterrence and compliance by 
attempting to change people’s behaviour (Lee and McGovern, 2013b). Thirdly, social 
media can be used to promote informal social control by encouraging civilians to respond 
to emergencies, including house break-ins (Omanga, 2015). Fourthly, police services 
have used social media for appeals and in doing so seek information back from citizens 
(Heverin and Zach, 2010; Crump, 2011; Johnston and McGovern, 2013; Meijer and 
Thaens, 2013; Procter et al., 2013; Schneider, 2014). Fifthly, social media has been 
utilised by the police to challenge and rectify incorrect information and rumours 
circulating online (Davis et al., 2014). Sixthly, the police can reassure citizens on social 
media, as during the riots in 2011 rumours were dispelled by the police (Denef et al., 
2013). Seventhly, using social media the police have attempted to communicate with 
specific audiences, including young people (Atunbas, 2013; Melekain and Wexler, 2013). 
While each of these studies highlight objectives within the police for using social media, 
none reveal how police social media practices are viewed by citizens. This consideration 
is developed next in relation to literature on community policing practices on social 
media.   
The Police Foundation (2014) contend that the police can deliver community policing 
online by building relationships with citizens as this in turn will foster public trust and 
 
54 
 
confidence in the police. The Police Foundation (2014) also point to the fact that 
community policing requires two-way conversations between the police and citizens, as 
the police are expected to listen to citizens. Democratic policing too calls for the police 
to be accessible to citizens, as drawing on Aitchison and Blaustein’s (2013) notion of 
‘democratically responsive policing’ the police must understand and respond to the needs 
and perceptions of citizens. Furthermore, procedural justice research shows that dialogue 
is required in order to procure police legitimacy, compliance, cooperation, and support 
(Tyler, 2014). 
However, research suggests that police communication via social media is largely one-
way, as the police ‘push’ information to their audience. For example, Crump in 2011 
reported that police services in England and Wales largely used social media to broadcast 
conventional content linked to policing, including patrol information. This was despite 
the fact as Crump (2010) highlights that the police in England and Wales were encouraged 
by the National Police Improvement Agency to engage with citizens on social media in 
order to get their views about local crime and issues. Crump’s (2011) research is 
important given it is one of the earliest to examine police use of social media in the UK. 
However, because his analysis focused only on England and Wales, it did not cover police 
social media practices in a Scottish context. In addition, Crump’s (2011) research was 
carried out in 2010, at a time when police use of social media was still in its infancy. The 
researcher notes that the number of followers of police Twitter accounts were still 
relatively low. The last section showed that police services responded to the riots in 2011 
by investing more time and effort into using social media. Finally, Crump’s (2011) study 
on account of only analysing police Twitter data, does not reveal how social media is 
understood within the police, nor how citizens respond to police communication online.  
Nevertheless, Crump’s (2011) finding that police use of social media tends to be one-way 
has been supported by research across Western nations as police services are found to 
rarely engage in dialogue with citizens online (Heverin and Zach, 2010; Crump, 2011; 
Meijer and Thaens, 2013; Procter et al., 2013; Brainard and Edlins, 2015; 
Grimmelikhuijsen and Meijer, 2015, Bullock, 2018). Indeed, Walsh (2019, p.14) 
contends that police agencies have used social media as “a microphone to speak at, rather 
than with, members of the public”. The apparent lack of dialogue between the police and 
citizens on social media meant that the current study sought to understand how dialogue 
with citizens on social media was understood within the police as well as how citizens 
viewed police social media practices especially if dialogue is unlikely.  
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Altogether, these practices begin to show how social media can aid operational policing. 
This also points to gaps in how decisions relating to how the police use social media are 
made within the police organisation as well as how citizens make sense of police social 
media practices. Developing on from the last chapter, the police require legitimacy in 
order to effectively carry out these functions. Specifically, police legitimacy is a 
perquisite for people to be compliant and cooperate with the law (Tyler, 2011). 
Compliance and cooperation with the law means that citizens need to accept the need for 
policing and to justify police practices. This therefore highlights the importance of 
understanding how legitimacy is understood within the police and by citizens. 
Accordingly, the next section discusses police legitimacy in relation to current literature 
on how the police use social media to enhance its reputation.  
3.3.2 Police use of social media to enhance the reputation of the police  
Social media is also used by police services in order to promote the reputation of the 
police and in turn enhance police legitimacy. This has been described in current literature 
in terms of fostering a positive image of the police on social media (Mawby, 2010a); 
Johnston and McGovern, 2013; Lee and McGovern, 2013a; Meijer and Thaens, 2013; 
Ellis and McGovern, 2015; Kudla and Parnaby, 2018; Walsh and O’Connor, 2019). The 
need to promote the reputation of the police online has been linked to the rise of ‘citizen 
journalism’ and ‘counter surveillance’ as people can create and share their own stories 
about the police (Cooke and Sturges, 2009; Walsh and O’Connor, 2019). Citizens can 
capture police officers using their own mobile devices and can then circulate these images 
and videos on social media (O’Connor (2015). Drawing on Bottoms and Tankebe’s 
(2012) dialogic approach to legitimacy, the police can respond to public rejections of 
police legitimacy by casting the police in a favourable light. However, this also raises 
new questions in terms of how power is exercised by the police and citizens online. 
Current studies on police legitimacy tend to view the police as ‘power-holders’ and 
citizens as their ‘audience’ (see Bottoms and Tankebe, 2012; Harkins, 2015). Whereas, 
the emergence of ‘citizen journalism’ suggests power is also relational and shifts between 
the police and citizens, as the latter have power to scrutinise policing on social media. As 
a result, the current study explored how power is enacted between the police and citizens 
in relation to social media.  
Evidence in terms of how police services can enhance their legitimacy and foster a 
positive image on social media is conflicting.  Two distinct approaches have been put 
forward in the literature. The first suggests that in order for the police to be seen as 
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professional they must adopt a formal manner on social media. The second contends that 
the reputation of the police will be enhanced when the police are informal, casual and 
somewhat ‘unprofessional’ on social media. Both of these communication styles are 
discussed in more detail next in connection to instrumental and normative models of 
policing. The discussion here builds on some of the major gaps identified from the 
literature. This included the need to study the possible interplay and interactions between 
instrumental and normative models of policing, and to also capture citizens’ attitudes of 
police use of social media.   
The ‘formal communication’ approach by the police 
Firstly, a number of police services have adopted a formal approach on social media 
(Denef et al., 2013). For Denef et al. (2013) a formal approach means that the police are 
depersonalised, instead preferring a distant relationship over a close relationship online 
with citizens. Examining the literature as is introduced next, shows formal approaches 
can be seen in terms of the content shared and tone adopted by police accounts online. 
These studies suggest formal styles of communication are used by the police in order to 
protect their reputation. However, as has already been reported in existing studies on 
policing and social media, a major gap is that prior research has yet to show how citizens 
respond to and perceive formal communication styles by the police on social media. 
Further exploring citizens’ perspectives is important in order to understand the links 
between how the police use social media and its impact on police legitimacy.  
Schneider (2014) studied police Twitter accounts in Toronto, Canada, and examined their 
number of followers, as well as communication by the police over time, and users’ 
responses to police tweets. On one hand, police officers were found to be apolitical and 
neutral, as they avoided talking about politics online. However, on the other hand, officers 
would discuss and debate politics to do with policing and law and order. Schneider (2014) 
reports that written guidance for police personnel in Canada encouraged them to be 
impartial when on and off duty. This was recognised as crucial as the police and its 
officers should be non-partisan. As well as this, having an apolitical approach was linked 
to being seen as ‘professional’ by citizens. While, Schneider’s (2014, p.7) research points 
to communication by the police and citizens online, the analysis focused only on police 
tweets described as “traffic, crime related information, and public service 
announcements”. As a result, these tweets may not be representative of all tweets shared 
by the police Twitter accounts analysed.  
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Nevertheless, Schneider’s (2014) finding that officers in Canada were encouraged to be 
impartial is supported by Melekain and Wexler (2013) who state that officers in Canada 
are permitted to share their expert knowledge on social media, but are told within the 
organisation that they do not speak on behalf of the police. Melekain and Wexler (2013, 
p.6) also report that officers are reminded within the police that the “the Internet is 
forever” as they are encouraged to give careful consideration before posting messages on 
social media. In England, Crump (2011, p.24) also found that officers were encouraged 
to be careful when they engaged with citizens both online and in physical spaces as they 
were warned “not to say anything (online) that would not be said at a public meeting”. In 
particular, officers here were aware that they must avoid retelling sensitive and potentially 
controversial information online and in the real world.  
Formal styles of communication on social media have also been discussed in relation to 
the quality of interaction with users and nature of topics discussed. A study by Brainard 
and Derrick-Mills (2011) analysed online forums in Washington, US that featured police 
representatives and local residents. The purpose of these forums was to generate 
discussion between the police and residents in relation to identifying and tackling local 
crime. The researchers found that the police adopted a formal tone when citizens started 
online forum discussions in a hostile manner. In their study, citizens were at times critical 
of the extent to which the police tackled local community needs. In these incidents, the 
police would adopt a formal style of communication in an attempt to avert further 
negative posts by users. Likewise, The Police Foundation (2014) also report that formal 
communication on social media means that the police are less likely to draw criticism 
from online users. However, it is important to note that Brainard and Derrick-Mills’ 
(2011) study exclusively focused on discussions between the police and citizens that were 
to do with fireworks, as all other subject matter was excluded from analysis. As a result, 
it is unknown how attitudes expressed about fireworks compared to other topics discussed 
on the forums. The researchers themselves recognise that talking about fireworks “sparks 
some passionate citizen comments” as they were found to express strong opinions and 
beliefs (p.392).    
Communicating instrumental-type content linked to operational policing represents one 
way the police can be formal on social media according to Denef et al. (2013). For Walsh 
and O’Connor (2019) this includes police content that features police activity and 
typically shows the police to be ‘fighting crime’ as police successes are also revealed. In 
Canada, earlier research by O’Connor (2015) shows that the police attempt to manage 
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their reputation on social media by communicating police effectiveness and in particular 
successful police stories. Drawing on literature about police legitimacy in the previous 
chapter, police effectiveness represents an instrumental model of policing.   
Support for the police communicating instrumental content has been found in research by 
Grimmelikhuijsen and Meijer (2015). The researchers examined the impact of police use 
of Twitter on citizens’ perceptions of police legitimacy in a Dutch context using a large-
scale survey (2=4,492). They found police legitimacy was strengthened slightly when the 
police communicated success stories. As well as this, there was no significant relationship 
between procedural justice and police legitimacy, as people’s perceptions of how 
procedurally just they felt the police were did not impact on their attitudes of police 
legitimacy. However, it is important to recognise that few questions in their survey 
specifically measured police communication on social media. Instead, most of the 
questions were about police legitimacy, police effectiveness, and procedural justice in a 
general sense. For example, in relation to procedural justice, survey respondents were 
asked amongst other questions if “the police treat every citizen equally” (p.607). In this 
case, we do not know if respondents’ answers were to do with the police treating citizens 
‘equally’ in physical spaces or online. This highlights the need to understand how citizens 
make sense of policing across physical and digital spaces. Furthermore, on account of 
using quantitative surveys, their research potentially overlooks the interplay between 
instrumental (measured in the study as police effectiveness) and normative (measured in 
the study as procedural fairness) models of policing. Therefore, it is important to 
acknowledge when and how people make sense of policing using these models. Finally, 
as Grimmelikhuijsen and Meijer (2015, p.604) state reverse causality may have meant 
“citizens who perceive the police as highly legitimate are more likely to follow the police 
on Twitter” (Grimmelikhuijsen and Meijer, 2015, p.604).  
While research by Grimmelikhuijsen and Meijer (2015) suggests formal styles of police 
communication in terms of police effectiveness will enhance people’s perceptions of the 
police, additional research, discussed in more detail next, points to the idea that formal 
styles can lead to public disengagement with police social media accounts. In other words, 
citizens will disengage with police online channels when the police adopt a formal style 
of communication. For example, Denef et al. (2012) at the time of their study, reported 
that the Metropolitan Police Service (MPS) had a lower number of followers on Twitter 
than Greater Manchester Police on account of using a more formal and distant 
communication style. Indeed, the authors report that the formal style adopted by MPS 
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involved communicating about police operations using an impersonal tone. Denef et al. 
(2012) therefore raise new questions about how police use of social media may impact 
on citizen-focused policing and democratic policing, in terms of the potential links 
between police communication styles and citizen engagement. However, Denef et al. 
(2012) did not capture citizens’ attitudes of police communication styles. This requires 
looking beyond the number of followers on police social media accounts and instead 
understanding how citizens evaluate police use of social media as well as the two-way 
encounters that take place online. Only in doing this, can research show how formal tones 
of police communication will lead to either citizen engagement or disengagement online.  
Having looked at formal styles of police communication on social medial media, the next 
section considers the impact of informal styles of communication on police legitimacy.  
Whereas formal styles are used to protect police legitimacy, informal styles on the other 
appear to suggest greater emphasis on enhancing police legitimacy. Existing literature 
points to the idea that informal styles improve the quality of encounter for citizens. It is 
worth noting that quality of encounter is a key feature of procedural justice theory, aimed 
at improving citizens’ experiences during contact (Hough, 2012). Above all, the need to 
delve further into citizens’ perceptions of police communication styles on social media is 
again illustrated. This is required in order to appreciate what informal styles means for 
police legitimacy.  
The ‘informal communication’ approach by the police 
Prior research shows that some police services have embraced a relaxed persona on social 
media in order to hold the interest and attention of their online audience (Brunell et al. 
2018). For Davis et al. (2014) this represents a shift in how the police have conventionally 
communicated with citizens using the traditional media. According to Davis et al. (2014, 
p.14) “many police departments have grown accustomed to bureaucratic ways of 
speaking, both internally and in communications with the public”. This idea is also 
supported by Denef et al. (2012, p.24) who argue that “usually, police communication is 
characterised by a formal and impersonal tone”, as a participant in Bullock’s (2016, p.11) 
study equated this to “the old stereotype”.  
Research shows there are a number of ways police services can have an informal style on 
social media. For example, a study conducted by Schneider (2014) found Canadian police 
Twitter accounts communicated: non-policing content, information relating to local 
interests, and also used humour. Meijer and Thaens (2013) also found Toronto police 
used social media in attempt to humanise the police. Both of these studies suggest 
 
60 
 
informal styles can stimulate two-way conversation and strengthen police legitimacy 
amongst online users. Elsewhere, Skinns et al. (2017) found police custody officers often 
use humour when engaging with detainees in order to build rapport and in turn secure 
legitimacy. Returning to social media, The Police Foundation (2014, p.7) also report that 
being informal can foster a “closer relationship with the public” for the police. Finally, 
Fernandez et al. (2017) argue social media posts by the police which include jargon are 
more difficult for citizens to comprehend. Instead, the researchers call for police social 
media posts to be “simple, informative and useful” (p.302). This again highlights the need 
to understand citizens’ attitudes of police communication on social media.   
For Denef et al. (2013) these informal styles are personalised and can forge a closer 
relationship between the police and citizens compared to formal styles. Likewise, Davis 
et al. (2014, p.13) argue that in order for the police to be seen as honest and genuine, they 
must adopt an informal style. For them, police services can build relationships as this in 
turn will facilitate community policing. These ideas have also been linked to humanising 
the police, with conversational styles making the police personable to their audience 
(McGovern, 2011; Lee and McGovern, 2013b). Recent studies have also called for the 
police to move away from a bureaucratic, formal style of communication in order to 
mirror how citizens customarily communicate on social media in their everyday lives. 
For Denef et al. (2012, p.8) people’s communication on social media adheres to a tone 
that is “informal, conversational, sometimes humorous and quite distinct from traditional 
press releases or marketing messages”. Indeed, Kaplan and Haenlein (2010, p.66) argue 
organisations need to be “humble” “interesting” and “unprofessional” on social media in 
order to be enhance engagement with citizens. From a democratic policing outlook, this 
suggests adopting an informal style may enhance police services ability to engage with 
citizens online. However, it is worth noting that these studies do not tell us how citizens 
respond and engage with police communication on social media that is informal in nature. 
Therefore, the current study sought to further explore citizens’ attitudes of police 
communication styles. 
At the same time, Brunell and David (2018) argue that is imperative the police safeguard 
victims, victim families, and offenders when deciding whether to use humour and 
informal styles. In turn, they call for police services to consider the future impact of their 
posts on these groups before posting. Furthermore, the Police Foundation (2014, p.7) 
point out that being informal on social media can lead to more negative responses from 
users as “boundaries (are) more fluid and easier to over-step”. This idea is conveyed in 
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Goldsmith’s (2015) deliberate distorting of the word Facebook to ‘disgracebook’. 
Although discussing social media use by officers off-duty, Goldsmith (2015) suggests 
that the police being unprofessional online creates reputational risk. Bullock (2016, p.11) 
also highlights dangers with the police using humour as: 
comic performances – from black comedy, to satire, to parody, to screwball, to 
scatological or race humour – can all function to give off the wrong impression. 
Since humour can cause offence; erode the authority those who use it; and, 
undermine any reputation that an actor has for good judgement (Lyttle 2006), 
employing humour in professional settings is potentially ill-advised. 
This has led some authors to suggest that the police have to carefully manage how they 
communicate on social media. For Davis et al. (2014, p.8) the police need to find the right 
balance when using humour as “careful use of humour can be an important and effective 
way to set the right tone”. Later, the authors argue this means “speak(ing) with the public 
casually — but not unprofessionally” in order to build relationships with citizens (p.14). 
However, for Melekain and Wexler (2013, p.9) police services should “not allow an over-
sensitivity to risk assessment to derail the process of developing social media”. For the 
authors, the benefits of social media should be acknowledged before any risks are 
mitigated. This debate on the impact of formal and informal styles highlights the need to 
further explore how different police communication styles are understood both within and 
outside of the police organisation. These discussions also point to potential risks for the 
police on social media, as the next section introduces literature on some of the ways the 
police have at times attempted to manage and mitigate risk.  
3.3.3 Managing risk on social media 
Contemporary research suggests social media is governed and controlled within police 
organisations. In England, Bullock (2018) found police leaders influenced how social 
media was approached within the police. While some chief police officers champion 
social media, others perceived potentials risks to security and the police brand. 
Communication officials within the police in particular were found to exercise control 
over who had access to social media accounts. This included deciding if officers can tweet 
using either a personal Twitter account (in their own name) or a non-personal Twitter 
account (including community policing teams or service area). Similarly, the Police 
Foundation (2014) also report that police officers in England are required to share their 
username and password with senior management, so they can take control of accounts 
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and remove posts declared “inappropriate” (p.9). Finally, in a Dutch context, Meijer and 
Torenvlied (2014) found that the number of decentralised accounts increased over time. 
Initially, mid-level managers feared giving officers on the frontline control of social 
media, although they later championed this as the best way to effectively engage with 
citizens on social media.  
For Meijer and Torenvlied (2014) debates relating to the governance of social media in 
the police tie in with bureaucratic and de-bureaucratized models of governance. In a 
bureaucratic system, a central source within an organisation controls all outside 
communication. This tends to follow a risk-averse approach with sensitive information 
kept within the organisation. Internal communication within the organisation also uses 
gatekeepers in order to ensure official protocols are followed. The relationship between 
internal and external communication is distinct with separate structures in place to 
manage each. Key to bureaucratic communication is the idea that spokespersons speak 
on behalf of the organisation and not themselves. In contrast, de-bureaucratised systems 
feature decentralised communication workings and reach out to more persons across an 
organisation in order to capture a range of expertise. In addition, individuals can 
communicate freely without having to obey standardised processes and do not need to go 
through particular persons. Finally, in a de-bureaucratized system, internal and external 
communication overlap as information communicated internally is at times also 
communicated externally. In essence, this means that organisations are more open and 
transparent about their workings, so that people outside can contribute their own specific 
skills and knowledge. From a citizen-focused and democratic policing outlook, a de-
bureaucratized model allows for citizens voices to be heard in the delivery of policing. 
Accordingly, the current research explored these debates in connection to how social 
media was used and organised within the police and in turn examined what this meant for 
citizen-focused and democratic policing.  
However, it is important to recognise that existing research also points to an apprehension 
by some within the police towards using social media. Pedersen et al. (2014) carried out 
a study on online blogging by UK police officers and explored how they shared their 
reflections about policing amongst fellow officers. Officers in their study were found to 
recognise therapeutic opportunities to blogging online. However, officers stopped when 
they perceived that they were likely to be penalised by their police service as a result of 
their blogging. At the time of writing, Pedersen et al. (2014, p.173) contended that police 
services in the UK took “a very cautious approach to the use of social media”. This is 
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supported by a recent study from Hesketh and Williams (2017) as officers here reported 
fears with being potentially disciplined by their service on account of sharing personal 
beliefs on Twitter. Bullock (2018) also found individual officers were hesitant about 
using social media. In her study, officers perceived reputational risks in relation to using 
social media as some officers were also reluctant to use social media as it was not 
associated with ‘real police work’. This connects to findings from police culture studies 
that suggest police officers favour crime-fighting roles compared to more service-
orientated tasks (Loftus, 2010). In addition, police officers may make distinctions 
between carrying out their roles in physical and digital spaces, if the former is aligned 
with ‘real’ police work. These considerations point to the need to study police narratives 
on how using social media compares to policing digital spaces.  
These considerations suggest that social media is managed and governed within the police 
organisation across role and rank. This therefore points to the need to further explore 
internal legitimacy in terms of how police officers and staff view their own authority to 
use social media. This is especially important as policing in Scotland operates on different 
levels (including the national, divisional, and local) on account of being a single police 
service. The next section builds on these discussions and outlines gaps in existing 
literature that have been presented in Chapter two and Chapter three.  
3.4 Gaps found in existing research  
Both literature review chapters have pointed to gaps in existing police research on police 
legitimacy and social media. Current literature shows the police need legitimacy amongst 
citizens in order to aid operational policing and to control crime on social media. Prior 
research suggests citizens form their perceptions of police legitimacy in relation to 
instrumental and normative models of policing. However, these studies on police 
legitimacy and in particular procedural justice were found to be largely quantitative 
(Harkin, 2015). This has meant that instrumental and normative models of policing have 
been measured as distinct concepts to date. This overlooks the potential interactions 
between these models in terms of how the police and citizens make sense of police 
communication. As well as this, existing studies on procedural justice have not considered 
how police officers and police staff view their encounters with citizens in procedurally 
just ways. Instead, much of the focus to date has been on procedural justice from the 
perspective of citizens. Furthermore, Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) ‘dialogic approach’ 
that suggests police legitimacy resembles an ongoing conversation between the police 
and citizens has not been captured empirically in research. In addition, existing research 
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on police legitimacy has focused on policing in either physical spaces (including face-to-
face encounters) or digital spaces (including social media). This therefore points to the 
need to consider how the police and citizens both understand and compare police 
legitimacy across these spaces. Finally, in connection to social media, existing research 
has predominantly focused on how the police use online platforms, yet few studies have 
explored the attitudes of citizens towards police use of social media. Recognising how 
citizens make sense of police practices online is key to ensuring citizen-focused and 
democratic policing because policing should be responsive to the perceptions, needs, and 
expectations of citizens.  
3.5 Research questions  
The gaps identified in the last section highlight the need to understand both police and 
citizen perspectives of police legitimacy and social media. Therefore, it is useful to return 
to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) dialogic approach to legitimacy. Dialogic legitimacy 
suggests police legitimacy is in flux, as citizens consent to and contest police authority 
over time. For Bottoms and Tankebe (2012, p.129) this “follows that legitimacy should 
not be viewed as a single transaction; it is more like a perpetual discussion” between 
power-holders (the police) and citizens. A dialogic approach requires recognising how 
perceptions, experiences, and needs exist within and between police and citizen 
perspectives. These considerations contributed to three research questions: 
1. How is social media understood and utilised within the police in Scotland? 
Firstly, a dialogic approach involves appreciating legitimacy from a police position. 
Accordingly, two factors were studied, including relationships within the police 
(organisational justice and internal procedural justice) and how people in the police view 
their own legitimacy (self-legitimacy and power-holder legitimacy). This required 
exploring how power is enacted within the police in relation to social media. However, 
research has yet to grasp how officers feel they are treated by citizens during encounters. 
In this sense, the principles of procedural justice theory have not been applied to what 
quality of treatment looks like for police officers during encounters with citizens. In terms 
of dialogic approach to legitimacy, this may have an impact on how the police view and 
possibly adjust their own sense of legitimacy. Consequently, the first research question 
examined how social media is understood and utilised within the police.  
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2. How is police use of social media understood by citizens? 
The other side of a dialogic approach involved recognising police legitimacy from a 
citizen outlook. Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) suggest police legitimacy is constantly in 
flux. Therefore, it is important to understand when and in what ways citizens accept and 
contest police legitimacy in relation to social media. Research shows the police can use 
formal and informal styles to communicate with citizens on social media. These studies 
suggest the reputation of the police and police legitimacy will be enhanced depending on 
the style adopted. However, research has yet to examine citizens’ attitudes of these 
different communication styles. Furthermore, debates exist in the literature on what level 
citizens want to engage with the police. Whilst citizen-focused policing supports close 
workings between the police and citizens, some research suggests citizens prefer a more 
distant relationship (Accenture, 2012). Therefore, the second research question focused 
explicitly on how police use of social media is understood by citizens.  
3. How does police use of social media tie in with crime control and police 
legitimacy?   
The third research question asked how social media connects to crime control and police 
legitimacy. Research in this chapter shows the police use social media in order to firstly, 
aid operational policing and control crime (for example in relation to ‘pushing 
information’ to citizens in order to create deterrence and compliance with the law), and 
to secondly, enhance its reputation. As well as this, studies show that the police need 
legitimacy in order to control crime effectively. In turn, a key focus was to develop current 
knowledge on police legitimacy. In particular, these ideas tie in with discussions in the 
chapter on how police legitimacy in digital spaces compares to physical spaces. This also 
included studying the interactions between instrumental and normative models of 
policing. In turn, this aimed to address key gaps in knowledge on procedural justice theory 
and police legitimacy.  
3.6 Conclusion   
The chapter critically examined extant literature on police communication using social 
media platforms. Current studies reveal the police can use social media to aid police 
activity and to enhance the reputation of the police. Research shows police 
communication tends to be one-way as the police are found to engage in a monologue by 
sharing information as opposed to having a dialogue with citizens on social media. This 
has implications for thinking about procedural justice theory, citizen-focused policing, 
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and democratic policing, as these notions champion the police being responsive and thus 
listening to and engaging with citizens. Disengaging from the conversation may frustrate 
citizens. However, communicating one-to-many was also identified as possibly less 
obtrusive for citizens as end users are not identifiable, nor do they need to reply to police 
content. These considerations shaped the decision to understand on what level the police 
and citizens expect to engage on social media in the current research. This was all the 
more important given current studies had yet to appreciate citizens’ perspectives on how 
the police communicate on social media. For the purpose of the study, capturing citizens’ 
attitudes was required in order to better understand how different police communication 
styles contribute to police legitimacy. Furthermore, social media also raises new 
questions on power relations between the police and citizens. Existing literature on police 
legitimacy tends to locate power within the police, as officers can make arrests and 
enforce the law, amongst other powers. However, the rise of citizen journalism associated 
with citizens capturing and narrating police work and sharing content online raises new 
questions for thinking about how power features in the relationship between the police 
and citizens. These debates connected to the three research questions presented at the end 
of the chapter. The following chapter reveals how police and citizen perspectives were 
studied in the research. 
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4 Methodology and methods  
4.1 Introduction 
The chapter discusses the methodology and methods utilised in the study. Specifically, 
this sets out how the research questions presented in the last section were studied. The 
first section delves into the research philosophy adopted, by discussing how adaptive 
theory was used. A key consideration in engaging with adaptive theory is the role of the 
researcher, as the next part further explores how reflexivity was practiced during data 
collection and analysis. Building on this, the subsequent section examines research design 
and specifically the case study research design adopted in the research. With an 
understanding of this, the following section considers research implementation in more 
depth, as the methods used and approach to data analysis are revealed for researching 
with the police, citizens, and online. The final part reflects on ethical considerations 
linked to this study.   
4.2 Research philosophy 
Research philosophy is about how knowledge is constructed and developed when 
collecting data (Saunders et al., 2015). Accordingly, for the current study, many of the 
research principles found within an adaptive theoretical approach were adopted. In 
addition, reflexivity was practiced in order to understand and narrate how knowledge was 
developed during data collection and analysis. Both of these approaches are outlined next.  
4.2.1 Adaptive theoretical approach  
Developed by David Layder in 1998, adaptive theory is a research methodology and 
philosophy used largely in the social sciences that sets forward how data should be 
collected and analysed in research. Adaptive theory builds upon other methodologies, by 
incorporating some of their contributions (and significantly strengths) under a single 
framework. Indeed, for Layder (1998, p.146), adaptive theory: “draws on a range of 
different approaches, paradigms and epistemological positions in social analysis…but is 
not reducible to any of them.” In this sense, adaptive theory does not lend itself to specific 
epistemological (to do with the nature of knowledge) or ontological (concerned with 
reality) positions.  
A key premise of adaptive theory is its non-rigid and flexible approach to research 
philosophy. In particular, adaptive theory accommodates both past theory and emerging 
data (empiricism) during research with the latter expected to influence the former. In 
doing this, Layder (1988, p.19) encourages researchers to make use of existing theory in 
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an adaptable fashion in order to not “impoverish” and disadvantage research. In this 
regard, there are some similarities, yet key differences between adaptive theory and 
grounded theory. Both advocate data collection, analysis and theory construction should 
be an iterative process (Charmaz, 2008). Yet, the focus of grounded theory on 
“minimizing preconceived ideas about the research problem and the data” (Charmaz, 
2008, p.155) contrasts with adaptive theory that uses this as the basis for conducting 
research. Although not referring to adaptive theory, the rationale for this has been put 
forward by Chatman (1996, p.193) as “for a theory to have application to empirical 
inquiries, it must be grounded in some knowledge base”. In the current study, existing 
knowledge on procedural justice, as was discussed in the last two chapters, was used as a 
starting point for better understanding encounters between the police and citizens. This 
was later connected to an instrumental model (to do with tackling crime and increasing 
safety) and normative model (how people are treated) of policing. Both of these models 
were also discussed in the previous two chapters. During data collection, the additional 
emergence of internal relationships within the police led to the incorporation of 
organisational justice and organisational legitimacy. At this point, the focus of the study 
became more about police legitimacy. The process followed for using adaptive theory is 
described in more detail later in the section.  
Whilst adaptive theory can be used to facilitate both qualitative and quantitative studies, 
it was relevant for the study, to adopt a qualitative approach. Qualitative research typically 
explores people’s perceptions and meanings and often involves the researcher going to 
the data source (Creswell, 2007). In turn, qualitative research attempts to elicit answers 
linked to ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions (Marshall, 1996). This approach was relevant for the 
current study, as existing research on instrumental and normative models of policing and 
in particular procedural justice have been largely quantitative, and as a result they do not 
tell us how and when these models fit into people’s narratives, as was discussed in 
Chapter three. Therefore, the current study used a qualitative approach in order to 
examine people’s underlying opinions and stories linked to how and when they discuss 
different models of policing.  
Though this research adhered to the philosophical and methodological underpinnings of 
adaptive theory put forward by Layder (1998), its procedures were used flexibly in order 
to align with the processes involved in the study, and in particular fieldwork. This 
approach is supported by Layder (1998, p.43) who suggests researchers will need to 
“adapt to the routine changing circumstances” as they emerge during a project. 
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Altogether, Layder’s (1998) four stages were followed: (1) creating an orienting or core 
concept (2) primary elaboration (3) Secondary elaboration (4) tertiary elaboration. This 
information is presented in Table 4.1 (next page) and shows each of the adaptive theory 
stages followed in the study. Reflexivity was practiced in each of these stages in order to 
narrate how specific themes and content was adapted to theory. This connects to Mathner 
and Doucet’s (1997, p.137) argument that:  
We are in effect choosing a particular theoretical and ontological framework 
within which to locate ourselves, and through which to hear and analyse our 
respondents’ lives…. as a result we will focus our attention on certain issues and 
perhaps ignore others. 
The first stage involved identifying an ‘orienting concept(s)’ (a “theoretical framework 
or general perspective” (Layder, 1998, p.101). In general, these function to “crank start” 
theoretical thinking and creativity and at the same time provide preliminary direction 
(Layder, 1998, p.101). In order to establish an orienting concept(s), Layder (1998, p.106) 
recommends that researchers, first immerse themselves in relevant literature, undertaking 
a “systematic and planned procedure”. For this study, identifying an orienting concept 
was initially challenging because of the contemporary introduction of social media in 
policing. As a result, literature on Scottish policing and police communication was 
instead, examined. From this, procedural justice unfolded as a contemporary “tried and 
tested (theoretical) explanation” linked to interactions between the police and citizens 
(Layder, 1998, p.104). As Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) report, procedural justice theory 
has engrossed Criminology over the last twenty years. During this time, a vast number of 
empirical studies have critically analysed procedural justice in relation to different aspects 
of criminal justice, although much of the existing focus has been on police and citizen 
encounters. Adaptive theory also calls for researchers to acknowledge their own 
“intuition” as inspiration is considered key to developing theory (Layder, 1998, p.107). 
On a reflexive note, procedural justice was viewed as advantageous because of its 
apparent links with contemporary shifts towards democratic and citizen-focused policing. 
Overall, these considerations worked towards validating using procedural justice as an 
orienting concept in the research. 
The next stage in using adaptive theory was to develop what Layder (1998) refers to as 
‘primary elaboration’. This included unearthing satellite concepts which are somewhat 
connected to the orienting concept (procedural justice). This purpose, somewhat alike the 
orienting concept, was to give direction during the initial stages of research. 
 
70 
 
Consequently, it was key that the satellite concepts identified tied in with the core concept 
and thus the central aims, objectives and research questions. Accordingly, this research 
utilised the four features of procedural justice put forward by Tyler (2014) as is shown in 
table 4.1.  
Core 
concept  
Satellite Concept 
(primary 
elaboration) 
Secondary elaboration Tertiary 
elaboration 
Before data 
collection 
During data 
collection 
Procedural 
Justice  
Four features of 
procedural justice: 
 
1. Dialogue: How 
is two-way 
communication 
seen by both the 
police and 
citizens?   
 
2. Impartial: How 
is communication 
seen as fair and 
transparent or 
biased?  
 
3. Nature of 
Interaction: How is 
communication 
seen as respectful 
or impolite?  
 
4. Institutional 
culture: How does 
communication 
correspond and 
reflect people’s 
personal, 
collective and/or 
institutional 
interests?  
Micro- level 
considerations: 
 
1. Instrumental 
model 
 
 
2. Normative 
model 
 
Meso- level 
considerations:  
 
1. Internal 
dynamics in the 
police (linked 
to 
organisational 
justice and 
organisational 
legitimacy).  
 
 
Finished theory, 
centres on 
police 
legitimacy and 
includes both: 
 
1. Micro level 
considerations 
(instrumental 
and normative 
models of 
policing) 
 
2. Meso level 
considerations 
(internal 
dynamics in the 
police) 
Table 4.1: Application of adaptive theory in this study  
‘Secondary elaboration’ was then carried out in both the initial stages (prior to data 
collection) by creating a further set of ideas linked to satellite concepts and during 
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fieldwork with emerging findings used to further inform theoretical development. For the 
latter, this meant being responsive to data collected. During ‘secondary elaboration’, 
police legitimacy unfolded as the central focus in the study as the focus shifted from crime 
control and police legitimacy to exclusively police legitimacy. This was because 
participants’ stories and narratives during fieldwork centred on police authority, as this is 
a crucial component in police legitimacy (Bottoms and Tankebe, 2012). In practice, initial 
findings from case study area one was used to inform fieldwork in case study area two. 
As Table 4.1 shows (previous page), ‘secondary elaboration’ led to the identification of 
organisational and internal dynamics within the police organisation from the data. Beyond 
micro level, procedural justice encounters between the police and citizens, this included 
an appreciation of meso-level considerations linked to police organisational culture. 
‘Tertiary elaboration’ was the final stage in using adaptive theory and was carried out 
after data collection. At this point, the aim was to modify procedural justice theory using 
findings from data collection. During tertiary elaboration, police legitimacy again 
unfolded as the centre of interest in the study. Findings pointed to how both micro 
(including procedural justice) and meso level considerations contributed to an 
understanding of police legitimacy in digital spaces. Overall, using adaptive theory meant 
the focus shifted from procedural justice to police legitimacy more broadly as this 
transition is displayed in Table 4.1 (previous page).  
An important consideration raised by Layder (1998) in this section is that researchers 
should embrace their own intuition, as in doing this they can adapt theory to suit their 
own research. However, this means that researchers must also acknowledge their own 
decision making when they both collect and analyse research data. These considerations 
are developed in the next section in relation to how reflexivity was practiced during data 
collection and analysis.  
4.2.2 Reflexivity  
Sword (1999, p.270) highlights that researchers play a crucial role as their “curiosity, 
relationships with participants, and conceptual lenses through which data are gathered 
and interpreted have significant bearing on the research”. In addition, Mauthner (1998, 
p.334) reports that “the researcher plays a central part in producing, shaping, analysing 
and theorising the data”. These ideas are developed throughout this section, in connection 
to how theory and knowledge was developed by practising reflexivity. Therefore, a useful 
starting point before turning to this study’s methods, is to explore the key premises of 
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reflexivity. Reflexivity can be defined as “the self-appraisal in research” with this practice 
used to capture a researcher’s positionality and the impact of this on the study and its 
participants (Berger, 2015, p.220). Reflexivity seeks to better understand how knowledge 
is created in research by acknowledging researcher subjectivity in this process (Mauthner 
and Doucet, 2003). However, subjectivity in this sense is not is not seen as problematic, 
as reflexivity instead offers an opportunity to convey how decisions are made through 
interpreting meaning (Finlay, 2002).  
Finlay (2002) makes an important distinction between reflection and reflexivity in 
research. Reflection is when a researcher responds to phenomenon during the study, 
whereas, reflexivity operates on a deeper level, and requires self-evaluation of particular 
events and experiences, as reality is understood through reflexive reasoning. Reflexivity 
was exercised in a number of different contexts during the study, as knowledge was 
developed: during fieldwork, when providing oral presentations to academics and 
practitioners, via open access blogging, through discussions with supervisors and by way 
of personal use of social media and in particular Twitter. In turn, reflexivity was exercised 
in both physical and virtual spaces, as well as with participants in the study and non-
participants. Each of these settings raised unique challenges, as different examples are 
discussed throughout the thesis.  
In order to capture how knowledge was developed throughout the study, an audit trail 
was created using a research diary. Records were made relating to interpretations of 
individual experiences and events perceived as noteworthy, and in particular significant 
or interesting. This conformed to Mauthner and Doucet’s (2003) notion ‘degree of 
reflexivity’ that contends practising reflexivity should be non-prescriptive and will 
change across space and time. For example, the authors contend “some practices being 
easier to identify and articulate at the time…while others take time, distance and 
detachment from the research” (p.425). This was apparent in the current study, as the 
research diary was updated over time when new interpretations and realisations emerged. 
Mauthner and Doucet (1998, p.139) also contend that fundamental power imbalances 
exist between the researcher and participants as “we (researchers) are nonetheless the 
ones who will be speaking for them (participants)”. This meant data collected was 
interpreted and later reported by the researcher with reflexivity exercised in order to 
demonstrate decision-making processes during the study.   
Reflexivity played a pivotal role in all stages of the research process and offered a way 
of understanding and narrating how knowledge was developed using an adaptive 
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theoretical approach to research philosophy. The flexibility involved in engaging with 
adaptive theory and reflexivity also existed in the case study research design, as is 
reported next.  
4.3 Research design  
The overall research design involved using adaptive theory, reflexivity, and qualitative 
content analysis. These approaches were used to code, interpret, and analyse data 
collected from researching with the police, citizens and online, as each of these methods 
and analysis procedures are outlined in more detail in the subsequent sections. Before 
delving into this further, it is relevant to consider the specific case study design that was 
used to access participants in the study.    
4.3.1 Case study research design  
Case studies can be defined as empirical research which “investigates a contemporary 
phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when boundaries between 
phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 1994, p.13). In relation to this 
research, this corresponds with communication (social phenomenon) between the police 
and citizens on social media in Scotland (context). This followed a rationale of “knowing 
more about less… (compared to) knowing less about more” (Gerring, 2004, p.348). In 
other words, the principal focus was to collect data that is intensive and has depth, 
compared to data that is extensive and has breadth. The methodology offered here has 
features of an ethnography as, at times, immersion in day-to-day policing within case 
study areas occurred, thus in keeping with the major premises of ethnographic designs 
(see Crabtree et al., 2012). However, this was not replicated across all study samples as 
the current study instead mirrored a case study design.  Overall, two case study locations 
studied police and citizen perspectives as well as social media analysis relevant to these 
areas. A third location examined at the beginning of the study was Central 
Communications in Police Scotland, as this focused exclusively on police perspectives.  
Therefore, the case study design offered in this current study somewhat resembles what 
Yin (2009, p.62) refers to as a “flexible design”. This too has features of a ‘multi-site 
ethnography’ or ‘strategic ethnography’ (Marcus, 1995; Williams and Pollock, 2012). 
These entail “moving beyond the single site implementation study” in order to effectively 
carry out research. For example, this can include moving across different geographical 
locations as well as studying over time (see Marcus, 1995; Williams and Pollock, 2012, 
p.1). This connects to Hannerz (2003) argument that sites should be seen as mobile, as 
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people today rarely live within the confines of their local geographical community. This 
is especially important given people can communicate on social media across space and 
time.  In turn, a flexible approach to carrying out fieldwork guided by strategic decision-
making was adopted. Likewise, this permitted this study’s fieldwork to observe how 
social media was approached across space and time by a range of stakeholders. Research 
shows that practices are prone to “stability and change” when technology is implemented 
within organisations (Williams and Pollock, 2012, p.4). Consequently, two case study 
locations allowed sufficient time to be spent in either setting. Equally, this meant being 
responsive to emerging changing practices and issues or events that had a bearing in each 
case study location. Therefore, these instances were recognised as being significant to 
this study, and included for example, identifying new actors adjudged to have important 
roles. Furthermore, as Harkin (2015) has alluded to, ‘public engagement’ within the 
police is often nuanced with different styles and methods utilized amongst police officers 
and staff. Consequently, it was relevant to explore two case study locations in depth. 
Finally, researching the case study locations at different times of the year worked towards 
‘environmental validity’ allowing findings to be compared (Guion, Diehl, and Mcdonald, 
2011). In particular, this provided the opportunity to “understand the similarities and 
differences between the cases” (Baxter and Jack, 2008, p.550). As Yin (2009, p.61) 
argues, this avoids putting “all your eggs in one basket”, as singular cases may include a 
degree of “uniqueness or artificial surroundings” as it is therefore important to have a 
second site for comparison.  
4.3.2 Selection of Inchloch and Drumauld  
Williams and Pollock (2012, p.17) advocate a useful approach when selecting case study 
locations is to “find sites where competing options are being contested and where choices 
and their implications become highlighted”. This approach is supported by Layder (1998, 
p.73) who argues that it is beneficial to select “comparisons which highlight large 
differences” as in turn this “has the effect of stimulating ideas, concepts and categories” 
thus aiding the development of theory. This works on the premise that “atypical or 
extreme cases often reveal more information because they activate more actors and more 
basic mechanisms in the situation studied” (Flybjerg, 2006, p.229). Four criteria were 
selected because of their links with the nature of the project, with contrasting locations 
identified. This included: (1) geography (2) public perceptions of policing within the 
Scottish Crime and justice Survey (SCJS) (3) police social media practices at the time of 
case study location selection (4) population demographics. A fifth factor involved a 
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preliminary inspection of case study locations gaining final confirmation before 
beginning fieldwork. Each consideration was examined in chronological order with 
contrasting locations grouped. This process resulted in the narrowing of geographical area 
until the subsequent selection of Inchloch and Drumauld. This process is shown in Table 
4.2 below. Inchloch and Drumauld are pseudonyms for two areas in separate police 
divisions in Scotland. These places have been given pseudonyms in order to protect 
research participants’ anonymity and confidentiality. The rationale for selection of these 
case study locations is discussed next.     
Factor 
(studied in 
chronological order) 
Case study location One: 
Inchloch 
Case study location two: 
Drumauld  
1. Geography Outside the central belt Within the central belt 
Rural  Urban  
2. Police-related Amongst the lowest scores 
for citizens views of the 
police in the SCJS 
Amongst the highest scores 
for citizens views of the 
police in the SCJS 
3. Current police social 
media practices  
High level of usage on the 
divisional level  
High level of usage on the 
local level 
4. Population 
demographics  
More elderly population Younger population 
Above average SIMD level Below average SIMD level 
5. Preliminary inspection 
of case study location 
Suitability of case study 
location confirmed 
Suitability of case study 
location confirmed  
Table 4.2: Case Study Selection   
Firstly, a distinction was made between urban areas in the central belt and rural areas in 
the rest of Scotland. Drumauld and Inchloch correspond to either of these respectively. 
Geography was considered a primary consideration on account of the unique features that 
can be seen in Scottish rural policing (see Wooff, 2017). Secondly, the latest Scottish 
Crime and Justice Survey (herein referred to as SCJS) at the time of case study selection 
was inspected (Scottish Government, 2015). Police divisions showing the highest levels 
of public confidence were differentiated from divisions with the lowest levels. As Table 
4.3 shows (next page), Drumauld conforms to the former and Inchloch the latter. Thirdly, 
official police accounts on Twitter were analysed. This was because this platform 
exclusively included official accounts operating at all policing levels (national, divisional, 
and local). The number of tweets, at the time, for eighty-four official police accounts were 
recorded. Closer examination showed contrasting practices between divisions, as 
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Inchloch used its divisional account more than the linked local accounts, whereas 
Drumauld used its local account more than the divisional account. Fourthly, population 
demographics were analysed within these divisions, including age and the Scottish Index 
of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD). Research shows those under 24 years of age are more 
likely to use social media in the UK, as use of social media is found to decrease with age 
thereafter (Ofcom, 2015). In relation to policing, the SCJS (Scottish Government, 2015) 
highlights a link between deprivation and confidence in the police with the most deprived 
areas having less favourable views. Compared to the rest of Scotland, Inchloch has an 
above average elderly population as well as an above average level of SIMD. Whereas, 
compared nationally, Drumauld has younger population and a below average level of 
SIMD.   
4.3.3 Methods overview  
 
 Researching:  
Case study 
Location  
With the police  With citizens On social media  
Participant 
observation 
No. of 
Interviews  
No. of Focus 
groups and 
participants  
Qualitative 
content analysis of 
police Twitter 
accounts analysed  
Central 
Communications  
40 hours 6 n/a n/a 
Inchloch 64 hours  23 2 (n=11) Police Scotland (3 
months) 
Inchloch division 
(3 months) 
Inchloch local (3 
months) 
Drumauld 20 hours  11 2 (n=11) Police Scotland (3 
months) 
Drumauld division 
(3 months) 
Drumauld local (3 
months) 
Total 134 hours  40 4 (n=22)  
Table 4.3: Overview of methods and data collected in this study  
Table 4.3 above illustrates all data collection methods utilised and the four datasets 
collected in each case study location, as this included observation and interviews with 
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police officers and police staff, focus groups with citizens, and social media analysis. The 
decision to include four datasets reflected the need to explore police and citizen 
perspectives both online and offline as was put forward in the literature review chapters. 
Only by researching with the police and citizens can research understand the 
conversations and interactions between them, as is a key premise in a dialogic approach 
to legitimacy (Bottoms and Tankebe, 2012). Therefore, this meant conducting research 
with the police, citizens, and online. However, this methodology and methods chapter 
also points to the challenges towards using these methods and presenting findings, as is 
discussed in more detail later in connection to participant observation and social media 
analysis.  
Fieldwork was first carried out with Central Communications across November and 
December 2016. This included, forty hours participant observation and six semi-
structured interviews with police staff. After this, four months were spent in Inchloch 
researching with the police and citizens across December 2016 and March 2017. This 
included sixty-four hours participant observation with police officers and staff as well as 
semi-structured interviews with police staff (five) and police officers (nineteen). As well 
as this, two focus groups were carried out with citizens. Afterwards, four months were 
then spent conducting fieldwork in Drumauld across June and September 2017. This 
included twenty hours participant observation and eleven semi-structured interviews with 
police officers. A further two focus groups were conducted with citizens. Finally, 
qualitative content analysis was conducted on five police Twitter accounts. These 
included: Police Scotland, Inchloch local, Inchloch division, Drumauld local, Drumauld 
division. These methods are discussed in more detail in the next three sections on: 
researching with the police; researching with citizens; and researching online with social 
media.   
Before delving further into the research methods, it is relevant to note that all data 
collection tools used during the initial stages of fieldwork, were tested (also referred to as 
‘piloting’ data collection, see Arthur and Nazroo (2003). This involved making alterations 
to the observation, interview, and focus group guides based on participants’ perceptions 
relating to the three research questions studied. In doing this, the principal aim was to 
check that the research tools effectively allowed for “clarity (and) scope” as has been put 
forward by Arthur and Nazroo (2003, p.135). At the same time, using adaptive theory 
also meant that the data collection tools aforementioned were revised throughout 
fieldwork in connection to the primary and secondary elaboration stages outlined in 
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section 4.2. Furthermore, social media analysis was also tested by twice examining 
Twitter data assigned to each of the themes, as is outlined in more detail in section 4.9.   
4.4 Research implementation 
The following section outlines the research conducted with police officers, police staff, 
and citizens, as well as the research undertaken on social media. Each of these parts 
demonstrate the methods used, the recruitment and sampling strategy of participants, and 
the analysis of data collected. Afterwards, the ethical considerations of the study are 
described.  
4.4.1 Researching with police officers and staff   
A good starting point is to appreciate how social media was organised across Scottish 
policing at the time of fieldwork. This involves understanding the different roles involved 
in police social media activity. Overall, social media was utilised on both the national and 
local level. Nationally, a Central Communications team oversaw social media across 
Police Scotland. This Central Communications team, based in one area in Scotland, were 
responsible for administering social media in Police Scotland and operating national 
accounts. Notably, Central Communications was geographically located outside of the 
divisions for Inchloch and Drumauld. The local level included police officers and staff 
connected to the divisions for Inchloch and Drumauld. They were responsible for 
operating regional and local social media accounts. This included police officers across 
who had a variety of roles (see section on sampling for a full list). At the time of fieldwork, 
there were three media departments in Scotland covering: ‘Media North’, ‘Media East’, 
and ‘Media West’. As a result, each media department covered a small number of police 
divisions in Scotland (there are 13 divisions in total). In the case of Inchloch, the relevant 
media department was located within the division. Whereas for Drumauld, the media 
department was situated outside the division.  
These arrangements in Police Scotland point to the fact that police officers and staff 
involved in social media were dispersed across geographical locations. In turn, this study 
attempted to capture how social media was embedded in local policing. Broadly, this 
involved understanding how social media was utilised on the national level (Central 
Communications) and the local level (within police divisions). In terms of the national 
level, this included participant observation and semi-structured interviews with police 
staff located in Central Communications. On the local level this included participant 
observation and semi-structured interviews with police officers and staff (within Inchloch 
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and Drumauld). These methods were chosen due to their suitability for studying the aims 
and research questions of this project (as is shown throughout this section).  
4.4.1.1 Participant observation with police officers and staff  
Participant observation was conducted with police officers and staff whose role was 
linked to social media. Participant observation refers to when “an observer participates in 
the daily life of the people under study” (Becker and Geer, 1957, p.28). For this study, 
participant observation was utilised in an effort to better understand research question one 
on how social media was used in Scottish policing and how social media fits in with 
police staff and officers’ daily routines. Observation was carried out for the most part 
prior to conducting interviews with police officers and staff. Accordingly, observation 
was conducted in order to provide context to perceptions shared by officers and staff 
during interviews. In turn, much of the findings chapters discusses data collected from 
interviews.  
As shown in Table 4.3 previously (page 76), participant observation was conducted with 
the police in Central Communications (40 hours), Inchloch (64 hours) and Drumauld (20 
hours). Field notes were recorded using a password protected mobile phone and then 
transferred to a field diary on a computer at the end of each day. An example of themes 
studied during participant observation is included in Appendix 1. This covered the 
research questions relating to this study. Although, these themes changed during 
fieldwork according to each stage of adaptive theory.  
A clear distinction existed in terms of how participant observation was expected to be 
carried out prior to fieldwork and how this played out during. In relation to Gold’s (1958, 
p.221) four-type-typology, it was expected that an “observer as participant” role would 
be adopted. This entails being overt and visible with the purpose of the researcher’s 
presence known to participants. Most of the researcher’s time during fieldwork was spent 
observing participants with minimal participation, although diverse roles were adopted at 
specific times by the researcher for different reasons. For example, this included: active 
involvement in exercises with participants (participant-as-observer), as well as observing 
from distance (observer-as-participant). During data collection, this also involved 
observing and when appropriate asking participant’s questions relating to their actions 
and motives, as recommended by Becker and Geer (1957). Similarly, during observation, 
new questions based on the research findings were asked to participants.  
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During fieldwork, adopting a participant-as-observer role was found to be advantageous 
for developing rapport and having a constructive relationship with participants. This 
involved “learning the native language” in terms of understanding how police officers 
and staff discuss, and feel about social media as well as police communication more 
broadly (Becker and Geer, 1957, p.29). This is explored further in each of the findings 
chapters. Practising reflexivity during participant observation was key for understanding 
the impact of researcher presence and involvement on social media and policing activities 
more broadly.  
4.4.1.2 Interviewing police officers and staff  
The second police-focused method was semi-structured interviews. Interviews were 
conducted with police staff in Central Communications (6), police officers and staff in 
Inchloch (24) and police officers in Drumauld (11). In general, interviews attempt to “get 
to know the interviewee better” by revealing “rich descriptions of phenomena” (DiCicco 
and Crabtree, 2006, p.314). In turn, and from a qualitative tradition, interviews were 
chosen in order to create an understanding of police staff and officers’ experiences, 
meanings, and attitudes relating to social media. In a similar study, Meijer and Torenvlied 
(2014) used interviews to understand the motives and behaviours of Dutch police officers 
who used social media. Unlike other methods, interviews allow researchers to understand 
people’s biographies (Kitzinger, 1995). For the current study, this included finding out 
how and why police participants became involved in social media? Distinct from other 
types of interviews, semi-structured interviews incorporate both pre-decided questions 
and new additional questions with the latter emerging from participants’ accounts. This 
was crucial for the adaptive theoretical methodology adopted in this study that was 
followed in order to develop existing theory.    
For Barriball and While (1994) and DiCicco and Crabtree (2006) successful interviews 
can be discerned by those in which the interviewer is able to create a rapport with the 
interviewee. In doing this, the interviewee will likely feel relaxed and will open-up to the 
interviewer. This consideration is pertinent to this study, as police officers may “cover up 
what they don’t want known” in research on account of the onerous nature of policing 
work (Reiner and Newburn, 2008, p.352). In relation to the first research question this 
challenges the ability to understand police officers and staff’s realities and in particular 
their experiences of using social media. In order to address this, Barriball and While 
(1994) recommend informal contact before the interview, as this facilitates familiarisation 
and rapport between the researcher and participants. This was done in this study through 
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using social media. In Inchloch, interviewees regularly cited seeing social media posts 
relating to the study from local police accounts. This seemed to endorse and give credit 
to the study, thus developing trust between the researcher and participant. In addition, 
when possible, participant observation was conducted before interviews. These 
interviews often proved to be the most fruitful.  
A number of steps were also taken to facilitate engagement during the interview. This 
involved: avoiding confrontational questions (including the manner in which these are 
asked); offering clarification when adjudged to be appropriate (ensuring interviewees got 
the same meaning); probing participants’ responses; audio recording of interviews, with 
all attention thus devoted to listening to participants responses; and when possible using 
participants’ exact words when interpreting their meanings. Finally, humour was often 
used during interviews to help create a relaxed setting. This is advocated by Snape and 
Spencer (2003, p.143) as “humour also has its place in helping to foster a sympathetic 
interviewing environment”. Humour can be seen in an interview with police officer Jan 
as the discussion centred on a social media app:  
Jan-right, so – Liam, what you can do is you can go home, and you download this 
app on your iPad. Ok? So, musically is a, emmm, an app where you can 
produce…a fifteen second, ehhh, video if you like. Ehh, where you can lip sync, 
to your favourite tune. So, it’s like making vines, it’s like making mini vines. So, 
fifteen seconds- 
Interviewer-I’ll get the Corries? 
Jan-yeah you and your mates can get together and do a- get all your fisherman’s 
jumpers on, and pretend to be the Corries or whatever. Well if you are from 
(researcher’s home) it will be having a fiddle or something (laughter) 
Interviewer-(laughter) 
(Jan, police officer, Inchloch) 
Interviews corresponded to a ‘classic funnel design’. This has previously been advocated 
in focus group settings by Morgan (1997) and involved dividing each interview schedule 
into two parts. The first conformed to an unstandardised approach asking broad questions. 
This aimed to encourage participants to take ownership by sharing their own views and 
experiences. Subsequently, the second part of the interview was structured and addressed 
specific questions and themes. Using a funnel approach in this way ties in with the 
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adaptive theoretical approach taken in this study by allowing data to emerge both 
inductively (predominantly in the first part) and deductively (mainly in the second part). 
This offered a way of understanding issues which interest people most about police use 
of social media (first part) whilst attempting to better understand how perceptions are 
formed in relation to police use of social media (second part). Prior to data collection, 
validity of the interview schedule was sought in order to ensure appropriateness of 
questions and themes covered. For this, the interview schedule was scrutinised by police 
officers involved in social media outside the case study locations. In turn, the schedule 
was deemed fitting. In their words “Your questions are spot on and should elicit plenty 
of information from colleagues around what we do, why we do it….” (Police officer 
involved in social media).  
Appendix 2 shows an example of an interview schedule used in this study. This includes 
questions relevant to each research question. However, the interview schedule changed 
according to adaptive theory, as new questions were asked throughout fieldwork. 
Therefore, whilst all interviews were semi-structured and followed the classic funnel 
design, in practice, each interview drew on alternative considerations and examples. 
Overall, this included: insights from participant observation, other people’s perspectives, 
and visual methods with photo elicitation as images capturing social media posts by police 
accounts were shown to participants. Often this meant being responsive to emerging 
discussions within each interview. For example, social media posts from police accounts 
were frequently shown using a personal mobile device to participants when these were 
adjudged to be relevant and useful for probing participants’ perceptions further. The need 
to use interviews flexibly in this way is described by Mauthner and Doucet (1998, p.126) 
as:  
…individual researchers use and adapt particular methods in their own individual 
ways. Researchers’ individuality, their particular topics, their samples, the 
theoretical and academic environments and social and cultural contexts in which 
they work all influence the ways in which these methods are used. 
4.4.1.3 Recruitment of police officers and staff  
Recruitment of police participants followed Police Scotland’s newly standardised 
research process, as this involved a number of stages. Firstly, an application consisting of 
a proposal and institutional ethics approval form from the School of Applied Sciences at 
Edinburgh Napier University was submitted to the Scottish Institute for Policing Research 
(SIPR). Secondly, once endorsed by SIPR this application was forwarded to the Strategic 
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Planning Development team within Police Scotland. Thirdly, once sanctioned by Police 
Scotland, key stakeholders (discussed next) within each of the case study areas were 
identified by the gatekeeper (social media point of contact for each police division) and 
the researcher. This included persons whose role connected to social media and policing 
in each case study location. Fourthly, participants were contacted by the gatekeeper with 
a suitable date, time and location arranged. At this point, information sheets (see 
Appendix 3) were given to participants. Finally, prior to beginning data collection, 
measures were taken in order to ensure participation was voluntary as participants were 
asked to sign the relevant consent form (see Appendix 4).  
4.4.1.4 Sampling strategy for researching with police officers and staff  
Sampling in qualitative research generally consists of three types: convenience sampling, 
judgement or purposive sampling, and theoretical sampling (Marshall, 1996). The latter 
two were used in the sampling approach used for researching with police officers and 
staff. In terms of purposive sampling, participants were selected on account of their 
policing role. Overall, this attempted to capture the nature of policing within each case 
study location. As a result, a multitude and variety of policing functions were captured, 
including officers and staff working in: social media, Community Policing, Safer 
Communities, Response Policing, Operations, Events, Communications, Probationer 
Training, Roads Policing, school liaison, Youth Volunteers, Partnerships, Criminal 
Investigation Department (CID), professional standards, and crime reduction. This ties in 
with the professionalisation of policing in recent times, and the feature that policing no 
longer simply denotes officers ‘working on the beat’, but incorporates a range of specialist 
skills and knowledge (Heslop, 2011). Akin to the ‘flexible design’ discussed earlier in the 
section on case study, this meant moving beyond ‘the single site’ as many of the 
specialisms previously mentioned were not based in Inchloch or Drumauld. These roles 
however intermittently influenced policing in each case study location. In addition, 
snowballing contributed to purposive sampling as, at times, participants recommended 
future candidates who were identified as being relevant to the study. Purposive sampling 
was used to decide sample size in both case study locations as sampling stopped once the 
breadth of policing roles had been incorporated in the research.  
This purposive sampling technique also has features of theoretical sampling. This 
occurred when participants were identified as being important to developing theoretical 
considerations based on their policing specialism. For example, this included 
interviewing Professional Standards or ‘Complaints’ in Police Scotland. These interviews 
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attempted to capture citizens’ expectations of policing. This also contributed to the 
adaptive theoretical approach taken in this study. Procedural justice theory as well as 
instrumental (tackling crime) and normative (treatment) models of policing were 
modified using new data collected. Akin to theoretical sampling, “each category 
was….tested against incoming data” as data collection and analysis was an iterative 
process (Coyne, 1997, p.625).  
Table 4.4 (page 85) provides an overview of all 40 police participants who took part in 
semi-structured interviews. This shows that, 15 participants were female and 25 were 
male. Furthermore, 11 police staff and 29 police officers took part in interviews. The 
specific role relating to each officer and staff has been omitted from the table and thus 
from consideration here in order to protect their anonymity. As shown later in section 
4.10, the location of the division for Inchloch was compromised as the police Twitter 
account covering the area tweeted about the study. Therefore, excluding police staff and 
officers’ roles for each location means that it is not possible to identify who took part in 
the study. While the focus here has been on researching with the police, the next section 
outlines how focus groups were conducted in order to research with citizens. 
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Interview 
no.  
Location  Pseudonym  Gender Role  
1 Central 
Communications  
Robin  Female  Police staff  
2 Carla  Female Police staff 
3 Dylan Male Police staff 
4 Ellie Female Police staff 
5 Sarah   Female Police staff 
6 Molly  Female Police staff 
7 Inchloch  Fay Female Police staff 
8 Rob Male Police officer  
9 Gus Male Police officer 
10 Jan Male Police officer 
11 Les Male Police officer 
12 Kim  Female Police officer 
13 Ted Male Police officer 
14 Sim  Male Police officer 
15 Eve  Female Police staff 
16 Lyn  Female Police staff 
17 Ann  Female Police officer 
18 Roy Male Police officer 
29 Zoe Female Police officer 
20 Joe  Male Police officer 
21 Ava  Female Police staff 
22 Liz Female Police staff 
23 Jim  Male Police officer 
24 Dan Male Police officer 
25 Max Male Police officer  
26 Mac Male Police officer 
27 Rod Male Police officer 
28 Tom  Male Police officer  
39 Tod   Male Police officer 
30 Drumauld  Nick Male Police officer 
31 Gary Male Police officer 
32 Carl  Male Police officer 
33 Paul Male Police officer 
34 Eric  Male Police officer 
35 Judy Female Police officer 
36 Ryan Male Police officer 
37 Hugh Male Police officer 
38 Jack Male Police officer 
49 Anna Female Police officer 
40 Doug  Male  Police officer 
Table 4.4: Overview of all police participants involved in semi-structured interviews  
4.4.2 Researching with citizens  
The term ‘citizen’ is used to represent residents recruited in the study that lived in either 
Inchloch or Drumauld. A ‘citizen’ is often used to describe a person within a specific 
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territory who has “rights, responsibilities and private preferences” (Mohr et al., 2013, p.i). 
In this study, citizen is used in a post-national sense compared to notions of the ‘national 
citizen’. As Soysal (1994) highlights a ‘national citizen’ assumes a shared historical and 
cultural embeddedness within the confines of a nation. Whereas, ‘post-national 
citizenship’ omits the importance placed upon “historical or cultural ties to that 
community” (see Soysal, 1994, p.3). This includes, for example, citizens belonging to 
political unions, who are a member of one nation, but reside in another. This idea of 
boundaries beyond the nation state, can be seen with the European Union as people can 
move across countries (see Ackers and Dwyer, 2004). Equally, a post-national form of 
citizenship acknowledges that citizens often have diverse rights and privileges (Soysal, 
1994). Indeed, for Sassen (2002) citizenship can be seen as “a normative project or an 
aspiration” as opposed to a “legal definition of rights and obligations” (Sassen, 2002, 
p.280). This post-national form of citizenship somewhat resembles recent shifts towards 
using the term ‘publics’. ‘Public’ presumes a collective group of people with “fixed” and 
“shared interests” (Mohr et al., 2013, p.7-8). Whereas ‘Publics’ recognises multiplicity 
of groups within a given space i.e. diversity between people. This idea of plurality with 
post-national citizenship and publics ties in with the case study selection followed. 
Inchloch and Drumauld were selected on account of having contrasting attributes 
(including different levels of both confidence in the police and SIMD).  
4.4.2.1 Focus groups with citizens  
Few studies have examined police use of social media from a citizen outlook. Instead, 
most have focused on police perspectives, either from analysing police content online or 
from interviewing police officers and staff using social media. Therefore, in order to 
develop an understanding of this topic from a citizen’s outlook, it was appropriate to draw 
on methods used in Communication Studies on account of the parallels in terms of aims 
and objectives with this research. A key focus in Communication Studies is the meaning 
by which messages and content produced by organisations are perceived by citizens 
(Kitzinger, 1994). In order to investigate this, Communication Studies have largely used 
the focus group method (see Kitzinger, 1994). In turn, this section shows how this method 
was used in order to contribute to a better understanding of the policing audience on social 
media. The focus group method is “a research technique that collects data through group 
interaction (or discussions) on a topic determined by the researcher” (Morgan, 1996, 
p.130). From a qualitative tradition, this entails: 
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exploring people's knowledge and experiences and can be used to examine not 
only what people think but how they think and why they think that way.” 
(Kitzinger, 1995, p.299) 
In relation to the study, this provided an opportunity to incorporate a range of citizens’ 
attitudes, and their underlying reasons and motivations. This therefore contributed 
towards the second and third research questions of this study in terms of how the nature 
of police communication is perceived by citizens and the implications of this in relation 
to police legitimacy and procedural justice. Focus groups revealed the type(s) of language 
and actions people use in relation to thinking about police communication via social 
media, including, when and how humour is either supported or criticised. Compared to 
other methods, focus groups “reach the parts that other methods cannot reach” (Kitzinger, 
1995, p.299).  
Central to these considerations, is the role of ‘group interaction’ in terms of how people 
accept and contest policing as part of a group. This therefore provided an opportunity to 
understand how people discussed policing and social media in a face-to-face setting 
compared to online. Significantly, unlike interviews, focus groups can reveal ‘untapped’ 
information (Kitzinger, 1995) due to the ability of group interaction to create a “synergy 
in generating ideas” (Fern, 1982, p.2). This can be seen in research when participants 
change their outlook because of examples cited by fellow participants.  In these cases, it 
is possible to discern how and at what point people change their own perceptions. This 
sort of shared information can otherwise be unknown to researchers, especially when it 
is specific to the local context in which participants reside (Kitzinger, 1995, p.300).  In 
order to develop a ‘synergy effect’ participants in the current study were encouraged to 
share ideas. This approach is recommended by Kitzinger (1994, p.106) and included 
“challenging people’s taken for granted reality” in order to find out the underlying 
meaning behind people’s perceptions and behaviours. Equally, participants were asked in 
the research to discuss points raised by others using their own experiences and 
perceptions, as recommended by Morgan (1996). This provided scope to compare ideas 
across people. Kitzinger (1995, p.302) notes “focus groups are more suitable for 
examining how knowledge and more importantly, ideas develop and operate within a 
given cultural context.” 
However, this too raises an additional point about familiarity amongst participants in 
focus groups. In the current research, participants resided in the same locale or were a 
member of the same organisation, and were therefore familiar with each other. Khan et 
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al. (1991) and Morgan (1996) argue, this can enhance engagement, with participants 
found to challenge each other based on their existing relationships and prior knowledge. 
However, as has been suggested by Kitzinger (1994) this can also lead to group 
censorship if individuals are prevented from speaking against views expressed by others 
in the focus group. Therefore, participants in the study were encouraged to both voice 
their own opinions and to be respectful of others, as this was outlined prior to the start of 
the focus group.  
Akin to participatory and action research which centre on empowering participants by 
conducting research ‘with’ and not ‘on’ people (see Cornwall and Jewkes, 1995), focus 
groups enabled citizens to have greater power and control in this research. During focus 
groups, this involved pursuing discussions adjudged to tie in with participants’ views and 
experiences relating to the topic. Participants use of swear words are also reported 
verbatim as these were often used to express their emotions. This idea has been put 
forward by Jay (2009, p.155) as “Swearing is like using the horn on your car, which can 
be used to signify a number of emotions (e.g., anger, frustration, joy, surprise)”. 
Additionally, audio recorders were also used during focus groups and meant that the 
facilitator was able to devote complete attention to focus group discussion.  
The focus group guide was organised using ‘the classic funnel design’. As discussed 
earlier in relation to interviewing police officers and staff, this entailed dividing the focus 
group into two parts. The first part included general questions in order to allow 
participants to take the lead by sharing their own views and experiences. The second part 
included more structure, and addressed the key questions asked in the study. As 
recommended by Morgan (1996) fixed questions were used in this study when possible 
in order to be able to compare findings across focus groups. However, in connection to 
the adaptive theoretical features of this study, absolute likeness with questions and themes 
used across focus groups was not always sought. Instead, new themes and questions raised 
during fieldwork were also explored. Focus groups also included visual methods with 
photo and video elicitation, as images and videos relating to police use of social media 
were shown focus group participants. Appendix 5 shows an example of a focus group 
guide used, although this was adapted during fieldwork in connection to using adaptive 
theory.  
4.4.2.2 Recruitment of citizens for focus groups  
Citizens were recruited through community groups and organisations operating in 
Inchloch and Drumauld. Combined, this included: a local residents’ association, an 
 
89 
 
outdoor sports group, a local fire service, and a community safety group. These 
organisations and groups provided access to local residents. However, it is important to 
recognise that some of these may not be representative of the areas studied, as people may 
be less engaged in community enterprises (see for example Putnam, 2000). Research in 
both the UK (see Brodie et al., 2009; Scribbins et al., 2010) and the US (Park and Kim, 
2014) has shown that community involvement or civic participation is linked to particular 
demographics, namely citizens who are middle-class and above the average age. 
Nevertheless, these groups provided an insight into how police communication is 
understood by citizens. Furthermore, these groups provided access to ostensibly different 
age groups, as the sports group for example included younger persons, whilst the 
residents’ association, and community safety group included older participants. Likewise, 
recruiting persons from a local fire service meant that not all citizens in this study were 
directly involved in community-led enterprises. Recruitment followed a series of 
protocols. Firstly, coordinators in each of these groups were contacted. At this point, the 
coordinator was briefed about the nature of the project. Secondly, participant information 
sheets (see Appendix 6) were given to members of the group/organisation by the 
coordinator. Thirdly, through dialogue with the coordinator, a suitable date, time and 
location was then made. Interested persons were invited to attend. Finally, these 
participants were then asked to sign the consent form (see Appendix 7) prior to beginning 
the focus group.  
4.4.2.3 Sampling strategy for researching with citizens  
Researching with citizens in this study incorporated elements of both purposive sampling 
and convenience sampling. In terms of purposive sampling, the case study locations were 
selected on account of their marked attributes (for example, level of SIMD and score for 
public confidence in the police). Indeed, as shown earlier this process involved 
“developing a framework of the variables that might influence an individual’s 
contribution” as is a key feature of purposive sampling (Marshall, 1996, p.523). 
Meanwhile, the groups used to facilitate recruitment involved convenience sampling, as 
these provided easy access to people residing in either Inchloch or Drumauld. Sample 
size was guided by: “the scope of the study”, “the nature of the topic”, “quality of data”, 
and “study design” (Morse, 2000, p.3-4). In terms of scope, this study had a narrow focus 
guided by the adaptive theory elaboration stages outlined earlier. For topic nature, focus 
groups permitted an understanding of how people discuss policing and social media as 
part of a group. For data quality, having a classic funnel design meant that the research 
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tool was relevant to the study’s objectives. Finally, this study included a case study design 
with three separate areas of interest (police focused data, citizen focused data, and online 
data). Altogether, this justified a small sample size (n=22). In total, two focus groups were 
conducted in Inchloch, including 11 citizens, and a further two focus groups took place 
in Drumauld consisting of 11 citizens. Altogether, 9 citizens involved in focus groups 
were female and 13 were male, and all participants in the study were aged over 18 years 
of age.  
4.4.3 Data analysis of fieldwork data collected with the police and citizens  
In keeping with the adaptive theoretical methodology used in this research, all transcripts 
were transcribed verbatim by the researcher throughout fieldwork and were analysed 
using Layder’s (1998) adaptive theory approach as this involved coding and memo 
writing using NVivo (a computer software used for qualitative data analysis).   
Coding was carried out in three stages during and after fieldwork. Pre-coding occurred in 
the first stage, as the aim here was to become familiar with participants’ narratives. This 
involved highlighting parts of text, identified as being important to participants’ 
meanings. In the second stage, provisional coding involved analysing fieldwork data on 
a much deeper level, by pinpointing quotations, adjudged to tie in with a specific 
“concept, category or idea” (Layder, 1998, p.53). Accordingly, this was the first time that 
the data was sorted into categories that related to participants’ perceptions. At the same 
time, Layder, (1998) points out that both pre-coding and provisional coding should be 
used when it is unclear as to whether specific parts of text denote a concept, but still 
appear interesting. Figure 4.1 on the following page provides an example of provisional 
codes created during the second stage. In this example, the left column shows for the most 
part, codes linked to police communication styles and perceptions to do with the 
traditional media. The column to the right in figure 4.1 highlights the total number of 
times each code was recorded across all fieldwork datasets. The final stage was satellite 
coding and unlike provisional coding, attempted to categorize parts of text. At this point, 
the main aim was to answer the study’s research questions. The central concepts linked 
to each transcript were captured and connected to how participants understood policing, 
social media, and police legitimacy. Key to this stage, was studying themes identified 
across all texts as similarities and differences were studied between the pre-coding and 
provisional coding. These three coding stages sought to advance the transition from 
secondary to tertiary elaboration as put forward by Layder (1998).  
 
91 
 
 
Figure 4.1 Example of provisional codes generated during coding  
Memo-writing was also exercised during coding. At this point, procedural justice theory 
and its key premises relating to the quality of encounters between the police and citizens 
were modified using codes generated from data. In practice, this provided a running 
commentary using notes, as these went beyond describing the data and involved: 
understanding how and why information formed a central code; making connections 
between the data; at times acknowledging contradictions in the data; and constructing 
new enquiries based on the data. As Layder (1998, p.71) argues, this process ultimately 
leads to a “breakthrough’ in thinking” when core ideas, which will likely inform the 
theory, unfold. Key to this, was the ‘ongoing’ nature of memo-writing as this process 
meant being responsive to the nature of data collected. Using this approach, it is possible 
to enter research with “an armoury of concepts, theoretical ideas and categories” while at 
the same time new ideas can emerge (Layder, 1998, p.58). Indeed, adaptive theory, 
Layder (1998, p.113) argues: 
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….confront(s) the uncomfortable fact that it is only possible to begin analysing, 
theorising and explaining aspects of social life if one is already in possession of 
certain assumptions and ideas about the social world. 
Figure 4.2 on the next page shows the process adopted in this study for coding and memo-
writing. This shows pre-coding, provisional coding and memo-writing from fieldwork in 
Central Communications was used to inform fieldwork in Inchloch. Likewise, coding, 
provisional coding and memo-writing from fieldwork in Inchloch was used to inform 
fieldwork in Drumauld. Pre-coding and provisional coding were carried out during initial 
transcription of interviews and participant observation notes. As was discussed in section 
4.6.1, codes generated from observation were for the most part used to inform interviews.  
Reflexivity was practiced during memo-writing in order to acknowledge the impact of 
the researcher on data collected and analysed. This contradicts the idea that themes 
emerge from data (Braun and Clarke, 2008). As Mauthner et al. (1998, p.742) propose: 
“the processes and products of data analysis have been seen as a reflexive exercise 
through which texts are negotiated and where meanings are made rather than found.” 
(Mauthner et al., 1998, p.742) Reflexivity, in this sense was used in an attempt to both 
acknowledge and better understand the part of “theoretical, epistemological and 
ontological assumptions” during data analysis (Mauthner and Docuet’s, 2003, p.413). 
This involved acknowledging how interpretations of participants’ perceptions and lived 
realities were made using theory. In practice, and somewhat akin to the voice centred-
relational method approach (see Mauthner and Doucet, 1998), this involved situating 
personal opinions and feelings within an analysis of respondents’ words and actions.  
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Figure 4.2: Coding and memo-writing process during fieldwork   
4.4.4 Researching social media  
Online analysis in the study captured both police and citizen communication on the social 
media platform Twitter. At the time of fieldwork, the police in Scotland had official 
accounts on Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube. However, social media analysis 
focused on Twitter, as at the time of the study this platform featured Scottish police 
accounts on the national, divisional, and local level. Therefore, Twitter accounts 
connected to each case study location in this research were studied. Altogether, this 
included five Twitter accounts: Police Scotland, Inchloch local, Inchloch division, 
Drumauld local, and Drumauld division. Inchloch and Drumauld Twitter accounts were 
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studied over three months when fieldwork was also carried out around the same time in 
these areas. This meant the Inchloch local and division Twitter accounts were studied 
during three months between 1st Nov 2016 and 31st Jan 2017. The local and division 
Twitter accounts for Drumauld were studied during three months between 1st June 2017 
and 31st August 2017. Finally, the Police Scotland Twitter account was studied over six 
months during both of these time periods (1st Nov 2016 to 31st Jan 2017, and 1st June 
2017 to 31st August 2017). This offered a comparison between police and citizen 
communication on the national (Police Scotland account) and local (Inchloch and 
Drumauld accounts).  
Only tweets publicly available on Twitter were studied. These tweets were collected 
manually and captured: (1) initial posts by the police, and (2) responses to the police post 
(including dialogue between the police and users). This information captured can be 
described as a ‘threaded dialogue’. Kent (2010, p.648) defines this as “conversation that 
emerges in response to news or conversational posts (or “threads”)”. Consequently, each 
police Twitter post and the subsequent conversation connected to this represents a 
threaded dialogue. Table 4.5 (next page) displays the number of threaded dialogues 
recorded according to each police Twitter account studied. This shows differences 
between the number of threads for each police Twitter account on the local, division, and 
national level. However, it is important to note that data collection happened at different 
points in time, and in connection to when fieldwork was carried out. Figure 4.3 (next 
page) shows the template used to record social media data. This example was selected as 
users did not respond to Police Scotland tweets and therefore this does not compromise 
user anonymity. Linked to this, much of the data reported from social media analysis in 
the findings chapters is in an aggregate form and includes snippets of users’ tweets. 
Section 4.10 delves further into the ethics of reporting social media analysis and 
highlights the importance of protecting user anonymity.   
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Police Twitter 
account  
Dates  Number of ‘threaded dialogues’ 
recorded  
Police Scotland  1st Nov 2016 to 31st Jan 
2017 
399 
 
1st June 2017 to 31st 
August 2017 
493 
 
Inchloch local  1st Nov 2016 to 31st Jan 
2017 
21 
 
Inchloch division 1st Nov 2016 to 31st Jan 
2017 
489 
 
Drumauld local  1st June 2017 to 31st 
August 2017 
78 
Drumauld division  1st June 2017 to 31st 
August 2017 
34 
 
Table 4.5: Number of ‘threaded dialogues’ recorded according to each police Twitter 
account 
Figure 4.3: Example showing manual recording of Twitter data  
Schreier’s (2013) approach to qualitative content analysis was used to study engagement 
between the police and citizens on social media. This method was adopted as it meant 
people’s narratives from fieldwork with the police and citizens (discussed herein as main 
themes) could be used to make sense of police and citizen engagement online (discussed 
herein as sub-themes). In other words, this approach allowed concepts created from 
fieldwork to be studied on social media. However, as already mentioned, in order to 
protect user anonymity much of the data reported in the findings chapters includes 
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snippets of tweets by users. As a result, much of the findings chapters discusses themes 
and codes generated from fieldwork with the police and citizens in physical spaces, as the 
social media analysis instead provide a context for understanding these narratives and 
opinions. Qualitative content analysis focused on the words used by the police and users 
on Twitter. This meant ‘retweets’ (shared content), ‘likes’ (appreciation), videos, images, 
and emojis were not analysed.  This is because the focus here was on text and not visual 
or numerical content.  
Qualitative content analysis involves first creating a coding framework. This comprises 
of main themes that are used to guide data analysis. Schreier (2013, p.174) describes these 
main themes as “those aspects of the material about which the researcher would like more 
information”. In this current study, two coding frameworks were created. These were 
concept-driven and corresponded to the core and satellite coding generated from 
fieldwork with the police and citizens on police and citizen engagement. Chapter five 
focuses on features linked to how the police communicate with citizens. All features 
discussed in this chapter (trust, respect, social bond, dialogue, formal style, and informal 
style) formed the main themes for the first coding frame. Police communication on 
Twitter was then assigned to one or more of these main themes. This idea is discussed by 
Schreier (2013, p.175) as “the requirement does not imply that any one unit can be coded 
only once – it implies that any unit can be coded only once under one main category”. 
Chapter six includes an appreciation of features relating to how citizens communicate 
with the police. Features discussed in this chapter (public support as well as scrutiny and 
criticism) formed the main themes for the second coding frame. Twitter users’ responses 
were assigned to one or more of these main themes. Only responses that denoted either 
support or negative scrutiny and criticism were analysed in this research. This is because 
the main focuses was to study themes identified from fieldwork on social media.  
Schreier’s (2013) approach then involves creating sub-themes from the main themes. 
Schreier (2013, p. 174) describes sub-themes as they explore “what is said in the material 
with respect to these main categories”. Therefore, these sub-themes are data-driven and 
illustrate what the data reveals about the main themes. Accordingly, Twitter data aligned 
with the main themes to do with both coding frameworks were then studied again. This 
time, the underlying features relevant to each main theme were identified. Examples of 
data extracted from Twitter relating to each theme is presented in a text matrix in 
Appendix 8 and Appendix 9. However, social media analysis also raised a number of 
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ethical considerations, as are discussed further in the next section in connection to the 
ethical decisions followed for researching with the police, citizens, and online. 
4.4.5 Ethics  
Cloke et al. (2000, p.136) highlight a distinction between thinking about ethics prior to 
conducting data collection and the need to address new and unpredictable issues that 
emerge during as: 
it is rarely possible to take all of the ethical decisions relating to research before 
it begins, as ethical issues arise or are shaped contextually, and therefore need to 
be addressed in a situated manner. 
Both of these processes were followed in the study. The first point was outlined in an 
ethics form (approval obtained 13th July 2016). This specified the need to protect both 
participants and the researcher during data collection and included the protocols in place 
to work towards guaranteeing this. In relation to participants, the need to maintain 
anonymity and confidentiality as well as protecting them from harm and risk was 
recognised. In turn, pseudonyms have been used for all personal names and geographical 
names in this study. This includes data reported from social media analysis (see Appendix 
8 and Appendix 9). Anonymity is assured by using aggregate information (content that 
can be categorised). These tweets have been shortened by removing most of the text and 
only reporting few words in order to make sure participants are non-identifiable. Koene 
et al. (2015) also reveal that online users are often unaware that their data is and can be 
used for commercial and non-commercial use as this in turn raises questions on if and 
how informed content is gained when conducting social media research. However, 
gaining informed consent would have been extremely difficult for the current study due 
to the considerable volume of content analysed, as over 1,500 threaded dialogues were 
studied. Furthermore, as Williams and Burnap (2015) report, gaining informed consent, 
first requires following individual users before private messages can be sent. As a result, 
it would have been inappropriate and impractical for the current study to gain informed 
consent, although users’ anonymity was achieved by using aggregate data.   
During fieldwork, participants were informed of the nature of the study before taking part 
and were also told that any disclosed law breaking or harms would not be held in 
confidence. Participants could also withdraw at any point, and extra support was offered 
if required. For the researcher, managing risks involved in lone fieldwork was 
acknowledged with arrangements put in place. However, additional unforeseen issues 
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arose during fieldwork as a situational ethics approach was taken. This meant dealing 
with unique ethical situations and issues intermittently during fieldwork. This occurred 
during face-to-face encounters with participants and online. For example, during an 
interview with Mac (police officer, Inchloch) the researcher was asked for the name of 
another police participant in the study who had questioned whether the police or the NHS 
should communicate messages to do with a ‘bad batch’ of illicit drugs being taken (drugs 
that would cause more harm than initially intended by the user). This interviewing 
approach of echoing other participants’ perspectives was used to challenge interviewees’ 
thinking.  
Mac- interesting who’s thinking that, something, it wasn’t? 
Interviewer- I don’t know the person who it was, because it was through in media, 
I was only with the media, and it wasn’t with them. So it was someone else, but I 
have no idea- 
Mac- no I mean I am asking that, but it’s an unfair question to ask you. But I 
suppose I was trying to get a sense if, if a senior person was saying, no….we 
shouldn’t be doing that. 
(Mac, police officer, Inchloch) 
Accordingly, maintaining anonymity was a key consideration here. Anonymity was 
ensured as the information disclosed by the researcher was not identifiable to a particular 
person. However, this also shows, that the researcher was somewhat confounded when 
asked by the participant (as the researcher’s response suggests) and that this attempt to 
preserve anonymity was also recognised by the participant. 
The researcher also practised situational ethics when, during fieldwork in Inchloch, the 
division Twitter account for this area, tweeted about the research and included the Twitter 
handle of the researcher (@liamdralph). Consequently, this exposed the research 
happening in this division. Through discussion with supervisors, this was seen as 
somewhat expected based on the nature of the study being about social media, and 
therefore, it was foreseeable that police Twitter accounts would engage with the 
researcher online. Importantly, anonymity of the case study location (Inchloch) and 
participants was not compromised. The British Sociological Association’s (2017, p.11) 
recent digital research guidelines are relevant here which state: “Each research situation 
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is unique and it will not be possible simply to apply a standard template in order to 
guarantee ethical practice.”  
Practising reflexivity here also contributed to an appreciation of expectations within the 
police towards the study. In particular, the study was embraced within the police as the 
researcher was often seen as a ‘social media expert’, although this was avoided by the 
researcher. The tweet presented in Figure 4.4 shows these expectations within the police 
towards the research.  
 
Figure 4.4: Tweet by Police Twitter account (note Inchloch was in this division) 
4.5 Conclusion  
This chapter discussed the methodology followed and methods utilised in this research. 
Specifically, this outlined the protocols followed for researching police and citizen 
communication in relation to social media. This centred on researching how social media 
is understood in the police and by citizens, as well as how police use of social media ties 
in with police legitimacy. Key to this was researching face-to-face in physical spaces and 
online in digital spaces. Overall, this research adopted an adaptive theoretical approach, 
using a largely qualitative methodology, and case study research design. An adaptive 
theoretical approach helped to develop a strong theoretical underpinning in this research, 
as theory was considered from the beginning and developed during data collection. 
Fieldwork was carried out in: Central Communications for Police Scotland, Inchloch and 
Drumauld. This included participant observation and semi-structured interviews with 
police officers and staff; and focus groups with citizens. Main themes from coding of 
fieldwork data were then used to study police and citizen engagement on the social media 
platform Twitter as sub-themes were created. Social media analysis was carried out in 
order to give context to police and citizen narratives.  
Findings relating to these main themes and sub-themes are discussed in the following 
chapters on police legitimacy from either a police or citizen outlook. Building on Bottoms 
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and Tankebe’s (2012) dialogic approach, it is imperative to recognise how legitimacy is 
understood within the police organisation and between the police and citizens. Therefore, 
Chapter five reveals research findings on how citizens make sense of police legitimacy 
on social media, as much of the focus is on police communication. Chapters six and seven 
discuss research findings on police legitimacy from a police angle in terms of 
relationships between the police and citizens, and relationships within the police 
organisation.  
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5 Police legitimacy on social media from a citizen’s outlook  
5.1 Introduction  
As alluded to at the end of the last chapter, an important starting point from a ‘dialogic 
approach’ is the research findings on how police legitimacy was understood from a 
citizen’s perspective. The research found that police officers, police staff, and citizens 
assessed police legitimacy on social media from a citizen’s outlook in six ways. 
Accordingly, the chapter is organised around these six themes and further explores police 
communication in reference to: (1) trust; (2) respect; (3) social bond between the police 
and citizens; (4) dialogue; (5) formal communication styles; (6) and informal 
communication styles. These themes were then used to study police communication on 
Twitter in order to give context to police and citizen narratives. Sub-themes were then 
developed from Twitter analysis. Figure 5.1 (next page) shows themes created from 
fieldwork with the police and citizens, and sub-themes generated from Twitter analysis. 
In each of the sections, social media analysis relating to the corresponding theme is 
discussed.  
Three models of policing are discussed in this chapter: instrumental (to do with tackling 
crime and increasing safety), normative (how citizens are treated), and expressive 
(symbolic concerns about values and norms). Existing research outlined in Chapter two 
shows each of these models contribute to police legitimacy, although to different degrees. 
However, these models are typically studied as distinct concepts (see for example, 
Karakus, 2015). Instead, this chapter reveals the interplay between these models in terms 
of how they were understood by police officers, police staff, and citizens in the study. 
This is explored in connection to the relative nature of power on social media between 
the police and citizens. This also connects to police and citizen encounters in physical 
spaces.
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Themes  
(Concept-driven from 
interviews, participant 
observation, and focus 
groups 
Trust  Respect  Social bonds Dialogue Formal style  Informal style  
  
 
     
Sub-themes 
(data-driven from Twitter 
analysis) 
1. Accuracy  
2. Honesty  
1. Impartial  1. Collaboration 
2. Accessibility 
3. Admiration  
4. Gratitude  
5. Local events 
1. Requesting information  
2. Rhetorical questions 
3. mentioned users  
4. Scheduled dialogue  
1. Instrumental content  1. Instrumental content 
2. Non-instrumental content  
 
Figure 5.1: Themes and sub-themes linked to citizens’ perceptions of police legitimacy
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5.2 ‘Trustworthiness’ in police communication with citizens  
Procedural justice research shows trust is an important factor in enhancing people’s 
perceptions of police legitimacy (Tyler, 2004). Specifically, when citizens trust the 
motives of police officers, they will consent to police legitimacy. In this sense, trust 
embodies people’s relationships with the police. In this study, police officers, police staff 
and citizens were found to disagree on the importance of trustworthiness in police 
communication, as different meanings were attached to trustworthiness. Broadly, this 
related to narratives on police accuracy and police honesty.  Whilst police messages and 
content on social media were seen by some as accurate and honest, others viewed this as 
unauthentic. Both of these perspectives are now discussed in turn.   
5.2.1 ‘Accuracy’ linked to police communication  
Firstly, police officers and police staff discussed trustworthiness in the study in terms of 
accuracy linked to police content and messaging. In particular, this included instrumental 
content to do with police reports about tackling crime and disorder. This is important 
given trustworthiness is typically studied within a normative model of policing. 
Procedural justice studies have to date viewed trustworthiness in terms of how police 
officers are “benevolent and caring” towards citizens (Tyler and Fischer, 2014, p.10). 
Instead, police participants in this study were found to align trustworthiness in relation to 
citizens’ expectations of accurate information from the police. This idea was put forward 
by Jack (police officer, Drumauld) as “we are a trusted voice. People expect us to tell 
them things”. For Ted (police officer, Inchloch), this includes “relevant, timely accurate 
information… (as) people are still looking for the police, to be a respected source of 
information”.  
At the same time, police officers and police staff viewed themselves as the ‘power-
holders’ of legitimate information. In connection to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012, p.154) 
notion of power-holder legitimacy, this resembles the “cultivation of self-confidence” by 
police officers in their own legitimacy. This confidence by police officers and staff 
manifested in their belief that police information was as Sarah (police staff, Central 
Communications) argued a “single point of truth”. Police content was also described by 
Molly (police staff, Central Communications) as “the legitimate source of information”. 
Likewise, Fay (police staff, Inchloch) described police content as “the credible source of 
information”. Finally, for Carla (police staff, Central Communications) police 
information was seen as “the truth”. As a result, Carla felt citizens sought information 
from the police. This could be seen in relation to people’s fears around specific crime(s), 
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whereby accurate information from the police would prevent victimisation. For example, 
in relation to cyber-crime threats, citizens according to Carla, looked for the police to 
provide help on how to stay safe online.   
Police staff and officers’ sense of self-legitimacy in the study was reinforced as a result 
of the contrasting feature of ‘rumour’, ‘fake news’, and ‘urban myths’ on social media. 
For example, Eve (police staff, Inchloch) reported “the one we get every summer is about 
dogs being stolen. And there’s someone in a white van going around stealing dogs”. In 
Inchloch, police staff described their frustrations towards a Facebook account that 
published their own news articles for the area surrounding Inchloch. Notably, this account 
also had a considerable following at the time of fieldwork, with more subscribed users 
than the Inchloch division police Facebook account. This account was recognised as an 
“unofficial” news channel by police staff and officers across the division. For Fay (police 
staff, Inchloch), the account was “an alleged news page” as they did not follow “editorial 
guidelines”. Likewise, for Ava (police staff, Inchloch), “they put stuff up which nothing’s 
checked. Nothing is verified”. This again strengthened police participants’ sense of their 
own power-holder legitimacy, as police content they instead argued was verified. Police 
staff, raised concern over the potential of this account to increase fear of crime as a result 
of false reporting. Indeed, for Fay, “you see rumours now just spreading, so quickly. And, 
and it’s just wildfire”. Furthermore, the difference between reporting by the police and 
this account was put forward by Rob as:    
…not a Chinese-whispers, not a (account name anonymised) perspective but a, 
there you go, I’ve read that in black and white from the police and that tells me 
what the situation is.  
(Rob, police officer, Inchloch) 
Social media analysis of police tweets linked to ‘trustworthiness’ provide context to 
perceptions within the police relating to the accuracy of police content. Specifically, this 
coincided with the idea of police content being viewed within the police as the legitimate 
and credible source of information. From an instrumental outlook, police accounts 
divulged information relating to ongoing incidents and events. Altogether, this included 
content about road conditions, road closures, and policing exercises. For example, the 
Police Scotland Twitter account encouraged users to follow external accounts for 
information about a local weather storm that took place during the time of the study. In 
relation to the same storm, the Inchloch, division account coaxed users to follow their 
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own divisional roads police account. See Appendix 8 for examples of tweets shared by 
police Twitter accounts relating to ‘trust’.  
5.2.2 ‘Honesty’ linked to police communication  
Online analysis also captured police Twitter accounts attempting to be honest with users. 
For example, the Inchloch police divisional Twitter account acknowledged to a local 
charity ‘we are still learning’ after being asked how they listen to young people’s views. 
In accordance with existing literature, this points to how trustworthiness in police 
communication is associated with being honest. This idea has been put forward in 
Procedural Justice Theory, as ‘motive-based trust’ and trusting the motives of the police 
(Tyler, 2004). This includes putting the interests of citizens and communities at the centre 
of police communication. Contrasting the earlier example, some participants in the study 
contended that the police should not attempt to be the legitimate source of all information 
nor should they convey the idea that they are flawless.  For Jan (police officer, Inchloch) 
this meant police officers should disclose any uncertainty during conversations with 
citizens, as “we are not experts at everything”.  In turn, Jan contended “if you are honest 
with them, it lets them see, ohhh he’s actually quite a decent bloke ye know. He didn’t 
know, he didn’t try and waffle, he actually- just he didn’t know”. This was also discussed 
by other police officers in Inchloch and Drumauld in terms of managing citizens’ 
expectations of policing. Indeed, for Rob (police officer, Inchloch) this involved “just 
having a bit of humility and honesty to say we haven’t dealt with this particularly well, 
we need to do it”. In addition, Gary (police officer, Drumauld) felt honesty was important 
as “people in life will connect with the truth (more) than (they will) connect with window 
dressing”. On a similar note, Carla (police staff, Central Communications) believed that 
the police should be “transparent…when something maybe does go wrong (within the 
police)”.  
Police officers and staff also discussed honesty in terms of authenticity of police content 
on social media. One perspective contended that by being authentic, police legitimacy 
would be enhanced. This included police content that is interpreted as genuine by online 
users. Research by O’Connor (2015) suggests the police need to communicate police 
effectiveness in order to be seen as authentic on social media. However, police 
participants in the current study aligned authenticity with either formal or informal styles 
of police communication (discussed later). Anna, Judy and Ryan (police officers, 
Drumauld) criticised photos shared by police social media accounts displaying only 
police officers. These were viewed as ‘staged’ and opportunistic. Instead, images 
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showing police officers interacting with citizens were viewed as genuine. For Judy a 
social media post uploaded by Drumauld division was described as “it’s staged- it’s 
(name anonymised). Like it’s quite obvious that it’s staged. Emm, and it- like there is no 
community members there”. Carl also believed authenticity was important as:    
It’s really easy to just put stuff on Facebook. Unless you genuinely are authentic 
about it, it never connects. Cause people know when you are bullshitting. Won’t 
they? They know when you are not passionate. I can sit here and throw a lot of 
buzzwords at you. I can sit here and go ohhh he knows what he is on about it. And 
actually, believe none of it. Politicians are great at it.  
(Carl, police officer, Drumauld) 
Similar to these police perspectives, residents in Inchloch and Drumauld believed that 
police honesty was vital. Citizens favoured police content on social media that was 
‘spontaneous’ and ‘un-scripted’. Specifically, Inchloch residents during one focus group 
discussed police honesty in connection to their experiences of previously reporting crime 
to the police. Both instrumental and normative models of policing featured in their stories. 
In particular, their narratives showed the interplay between these models. In an 
instrumental sense, Inchloch residents expected the police to tackle their reported crimes. 
From a normative outlook, they also wanted the police to be honest with them. Initially, 
Lee, Roy and, Don (citizens, Inchloch) were unhappy with being told by police officers 
that they would be unable to solve their crimes. Lee conveyed his frustrations as “it’s like 
they weren’t even going to try”. Likewise, Don felt he had been “dismissed” by the police. 
This suggests that despite the police being honest with disclosing unlikely detection of 
crimes reported, residents were still unhappy with the outcome. This included a perceived 
lack of police willingness to tackle their reported crimes. However, these residents later 
conceded that they would accept this outcome (unlikely detection) if police officers 
explained the difficulties relating to the case and offered sympathy. This idea was put 
forward by Ray (citizen, Inchloch) as swear words were used to convey his anger when 
he said “Instead of being so fucking blunt about it…. same way as saying fuck off. But it’s 
a nicer way of doing it”.  
Residents during another focus group in Inchloch, shared their views on police honesty. 
At the start, residents agreed that the police should publicly accept responsibility and 
apologize when mistakes in policing are made. However, these residents then somewhat 
empathised with the police suggesting they are no different from other organisations or 
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individuals, who also do not confess to mistakes. On the other hand, Meg and Vic 
understood police failures as being more serious than a ‘mistake’, as they instead argued 
that mistakes by the police can have more serious and significant consequences.  
Sam-…But they are nae going to communicate their failures, I don’t think. By all 
means apologise if something goes wrong, or drastically wrong. They are nae 
going to say ohhh bloody hell we have only 2 cars in the whole of (council area 
anonymised). And one of them has a puncture.  
Facilitator- do you think- 
Tom- I would say, ken aye the police OK dinna admit their mistakes. Who else 
admits their mistakes? Other organisations. Everybody, ken. It’s nae exactly the 
same, Sam the fire- if they made mistakes would you, keep it quiet or put it on 
social media? 
Sam- ohhh I certainly wouldn’t put it on social media ye keep it in the house  
Tom- its argh the same. It doesn’t matter who it is. If it’s stagecoach Bus Company 
Tim- they will never say 
Tom- so you are expecting the police to say it. I have boys at my work who make 
mistakes at their work every day, and they don’t admit it. 
Meg- but it’s how it impacts on 
Vic- aye- if you get a group of kids again. Youngsters who have been targeted by 
the police because it could be a football match or rock concert. And that kind of 
thing. And the police has got their whole approach to the event totally wrong. An 
apology on Facebook is not going to compensate or get these kids back on board. 
Anyone can say sorry on Facebook. 
(Citizens, Inchloch) 
Inchloch citizens here therefore disagreed on whether the police should be honest. 
Altogether, this section highlights police officer, police staff, and citizen perspectives on 
the impact of trust, including how they perceived accuracy and honesty, on the legitimacy 
of the police. Central to these perspectives were instrumental and normative models of 
policing. Specifically, this begins to show how both of these models contribute to 
perceptions of trust. This is important given trust has typically been studied as a normative 
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concept in procedural justice theory (see for example Tyler, 2011). This also featured 
debates amongst police officers and staff on how to gain legitimacy on social media. 
These considerations are developed in the next section in connection to police officers 
being ‘respectful’ with citizens online and during face-to-face encounters.  
5.3 ‘Respect’ in police communication with citizens 
Respect has been described in police literature in connection to citizens’ normative 
experiences and treatment by the police during encounters. Specifically, respect and 
dignity are the cornerstone of procedural justice theory (Tyler, 2004). These feature in 
Police Scotland’s Code of Ethics. This framework sets out values “the public can expect 
from us (police)” (Police Scotland, 2014b, p.30).  This includes, normative treatment of 
citizens by police officers that is humane and dignified. This was discussed by police 
officers and police staff in this study in connection to being impartial on social media. 
They described how it was important not to favour one sports team, politician or political 
party. As well as this, they argued that the police should be diplomatic and avoid 
judgements about specific offences and offenders. In this sense, police communication 
on social media should be neutral, objective, and impartial. Carla (police staff, Central 
Communications) put this across as “So, if someone has been arrested for a serious 
assault. You know we are just very much about the facts. We wouldn’t say this is terrible, 
this person has done this and whatever”. This reflects the non-partisan feature of policing 
(Schneider, 2014). This also represents accountability in relation to democratic policing 
as police services exist as a government organisation, and not as a partisan of the 
government (Marenin, 1998).  
The social media analysis carried out provide context to police and citizen perceptions 
relating to respect. This included impartial messaging by police Twitter accounts. For 
example, when discussing football matches, the Police Scotland Twitter account included 
all relevant football teams. Notably, information concerning separate Celtic FC and 
Rangers FC matches was communicated. This included almost identical messages written 
in an informal style using abbreviated words. However, other football matches occurring 
in Scotland were not communicated by the national account. This may be due to 
sectarianism and the scale of rivalry between Celtic FC and Rangers FC (Clayton, 2005). 
Further examples of tweets shared by police Twitter accounts relating to ‘respect’ can be 
found in Appendix 8. 
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Residents in Inchloch and Drumauld also conveyed the importance of police officers 
being respectful during encounters. In particular, these residents described how the police 
should especially be sympathetic during face-to-face encounters when they have been a 
victim of crime. This viewpoint was shared by residents across both case study areas in 
connection to reporting crime. Ray and Don both stated that they felt “guilt” when 
reporting separate crimes inside a police station. This was because they felt the police did 
not take their reported crimes seriously. Roy also stated “I just felt like a 12-year-old 
being chucked out (of) a class” when he reported a crime inside a police station. This was 
on account of the perceived aggressive style and lack of respect shown by an officer 
during his encounter. He also felt that he was denied privacy, as others were nearby in the 
reception when he made the report. He would have instead preferred to have made the 
report in a private room.  
These concerns were also stated by other residents in the same focus group, as they 
recounted their personal experiences of face-to-face encounters with police officers. 
Notably, this included an assessment of the manner and behaviour of police officers. 
Communication perceived as hostile was criticised. From a procedural justice outlook 
this again highlights how people assess their encounters with the police in relation to their 
normative experiences. Don’s viewpoint at the end of the discussion also points to how 
he understood respect in terms of a distributive justice framework. Distributive justice 
includes assessments on how “fairly (the police) distribute services across people and 
communities”. (Hinds and Murphy, 2007, p.28). Specifically, Don felt he was unfairly 
targeted by the police on one occasion when he was younger. This again highlights that 
instrumental and normative models of policing were described interchangeably by 
citizens.  
Ray-…But when you think about it, some of the things they come to help you with 
or not help you with if they were a bit more sympathetic- 
Sam-mhhhmm 
Don- especially- depending who- 
Ray- instead of coming at you with the chest out 
Don- aye 
Ray- and the bald head. 
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Don- look how many times, like I remember when we were younger, going back 
to Inchloch square. Used to be really busy and stuff, 9 times out of 10, we were 
sitting in the car blethering. Not doing much, ken. And it was never just a look 
guys there has been a bit of a noise complaint can you push on. It was a case of 
get out of here, move on. 
(Citizens, Inchloch) 
These perceptions amongst Inchloch citizens demonstrate how they assessed their 
encounters with the police based on normative and instrumental considerations as there 
was an interplay between these models. Whilst police officers and police staff referred to 
being ‘respectful’ online, citizens’ stories therefore drew on their personal experiences of 
engaging with police officers in person. Police legitimacy was assessed in both physical 
and digital spaces in the same ways as police officers, police staff, and citizens agreed on 
the positive impact of police officers showing respect on police legitimacy. These 
narratives alluded to policing that is humane and dignified. In the next section, these 
features are examined further in connection to social bonds between the police and 
citizens.  
5.4 ‘Social bonds’ between the police and citizens in police communication 
The social media analysis carried out provide context to police and citizen perceptions 
relating to ‘social bonds; as police communication, at times centred on engagement with 
local inhabitants and local organisations. This included several sub-categories: 
collaboration, accessibility, admiration, gratitude, and local events. In terms of 
collaboration, police Twitter accounts conveyed a close relationship with local people. 
For example, the Inchloch divisional Twitter account used language such as ‘usandyou’ 
as well as ‘working with you’. Police accounts also communicated images showing 
interactions with local inhabitants and local organisations. In an instrumental sense, this 
included Police Scotland Youth Volunteers (PSYV) involvement in delivering ‘Crime 
Prevention leaflets’. As well as this, informal styles of police communication showed 
PSYV partaking in ‘#christmasjumperday’. Informal styles also featured more 
instrumental messages, as another tweet showcased ‘Xmas tree cards’ received from 
school pupils and was connected to messages around safety. 
In connection to accessibility, police accounts communicated the idea of being 
approachable. For example, the local police Twitter account for Drumauld asked people 
to ‘pop in and say hello’ to their mobile police unit. Both the Police Scotland national 
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account and Inchloch divisional account showed admiration and congratulated local 
people and groups for their achievements at the time, as they had received awards. 
Furthermore, the Inchloch division account also showed gratitude by thanking local 
people for their involvement with helping to tackle a local crime. From a normative 
outlook, this points to treatment by the police in relation to tackling instrumental policing 
goals. Finally, three Twitter police accounts communicated local events. For example, 
the divisional Twitter account for Inchloch, encouraged users to attend the ‘Xmas village’ 
in order to ‘support local bands’. See Appendix 8 for examples of tweets shared by police 
Twitter accounts relating to ‘social bonds’. 
Whilst these examples from social media analysis convey how the police at times engaged 
with local inhabitants and local organisations on Twitter, police officers and police staff 
during fieldwork disagreed on the level of social bonds there should be between the police 
and citizens. This was discussed in terms of accessibility, familiarity, consistency, public 
appetite for engaging with police officers, and privacy concerns. Some of these features 
point to the expressive nature of policing, and build on the work of Bradford and Myhill 
(2015) amongst others. An expressive model suggests that citizens consent to police 
legitimacy when the police represent community values. Accordingly, this perspective 
asserts that by strengthening social bonds police legitimacy will be enhanced. However, 
this study also reveals opposition to social cohesion between the police and citizens. 
Developing on from existing studies on the expressive feature of policing (see for 
example Jackson et al., 2009) this suggests how and why people do not want a close 
relationship with the police.  
5.4.1 Appetite by citizens for having social bonds with the police  
Having an accessible police service included the idea that citizens should feel comfortable 
approaching police officers. This was discussed by residents during focus groups in 
relation to asking officers for help on what was perceived to be low risk issues. For Ted 
(police officer, Inchloch), this contributed to the service function of the police by being 
“involved in what’s going on in the community, and (being) less remote. So, we are not 
just driving past, we are actually part of your community”. In relation to social media, 
police officers also referred to the idea of asking residents to “come and say hello to 
officers” who would be in public spaces for a period of time.  According to police officers, 
this would generate familiarity between the police and residents.  
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Familiarity is a key factor in community policing literature (Trojanowicz and 
Bucqueroux, 1990; Cordner, 2014). Police officers in the current study contended that a 
high degree of familiarity would create a more positive experience for citizens, and would 
strengthen social cohesion between the police and citizens. This in turn they said would 
enhance perceptions of police legitimacy amongst citizens. Tom, (police officer, 
Inchloch) argued that community police officers, in particular, provided residents with a 
specific point of contact. This view was shared by Nick (police officer, Drumauld), who 
described these officers as the “face of the police”. He argued that these officers could 
build a close and familiar relationship with citizens in day-to-day policing of physical 
spaces. This had implications for thinking about who should use social media in the 
police, as police communication in physical and digital spaces were understood in similar 
ways. For officers, social media should be used by community policing teams and front-
facing officers. Community policing teams and front-facing officers were deemed to both 
have a direct link with the communities they serve, and superior knowledge of their local 
area.  
Police officers and citizens recognised the need for consistency in local policing 
personnel. This meant the same police officers operating in an area for a substantial period 
of time. For Sim (police officer, Inchloch) this in turn, helps to build relationships and 
social bonds between the police and citizens. Ryan, a police officer in Drumauld felt more 
invested in this area on account of being born and continuing to live there. However, this 
view was not shared by all officers on account of privacy and safety concerns, as 
discussed in the next chapter. Drumauld residents also supported consistency in terms of 
having the same police officers in their area:   
Gail-… And I know the contacts that we have- we have had, 2 community 
constables in the last what, 10 years? 
(Unknown)- That is consistent 
Gail- so that is consistency. They come to all of the community council’s meetings 
Facilitator- so that consistency is key for everyone then? 
Gail- yes 
Doug- yep 
Gail- definitely, definitely 
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Ally- oh yeah 
(Citizens, Drumauld) 
These perceptions on accessibility, familiarity and consistency reflected an enthusiasm 
and appetite by citizens towards engaging with the police. In turn, this showed how police 
legitimacy is both granted and justified by citizens. This represented both instrumental 
and normative considerations in this study. For example, Jim (police officer, Inchloch) 
described how older Inchloch residents often disclosed to the police when they will be on 
holiday and thus away from their property. These residents expected officers to check 
their property. In an instrumental sense, this views police work as tackling crime, as the 
police also provide feelings of security to residents.   
Jim- we have got a couple of old guys in the area that have been doing this for 
ages. Ever since I have been here and probably, well before. But they will send, 
emm, these notes into the office in, nice enveloped and everything. Beautifully 
hand written. And that will tell us when they are away on holiday, if we wouldn’t 
mind passing by their house and just keeping an eye out.  
Interviewer-and that happens here? 
Jim- yeah it- we get these people. Ye know, we have known these people over years 
and years. And that was the way policing was always done. Bless them. And yeah 
we do try and sort of keep an eye on their properties while they are away. 
(Jim, police officer, Inchloch) 
In a normative sense, citizens valued positive rapport with police officers as this 
contributed to positive encounters. This was discussed by residents during focus groups 
in terms of face-to-face encounters with the police. As well as this, images posted on 
social media showing police and citizen engagement were viewed as positive. 
Specifically, residents in both Inchloch and Drumauld stated their support for informal 
exchanges between the police and citizens. These encounters typically had no crime-
related meaning. From a normative outlook, this included positive treatment by the police 
towards citizens. Two examples were shared by Sam (citizen, Inchloch) and related to 
police officers and citizens having “a cuddle” at social events as well as parents and 
children engaging with police officers on the street. This ties in with the expressive 
function of the police. Existing research on expressive policing has considered social 
cohesion within neighbourhoods and between citizens (see for example Bradford and 
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Jackson, 2010). Whereas this points to social bonds between the police and citizens. 
Public appetite for informal exchanges with police officers reflected the fact that they 
were viewed as “representatives of community values and norms” (Jackson et al., 2009, 
p.104). These ideas were apparent during participant observation at a music event in 
Drumauld, as the following field notes provide context to citizen’s narratives. At this 
point, the researcher is walking with two officers inside the venue when: 
A female approaches the two officers, and asks if one of them would take a photo 
of herself and the group she was with. After this, other people start approaching 
the officers- this time asking if they would be in the photo. So the officers are now 
getting photographed with civilians. Everybody is smiling. Not least the civilians 
who appear to be delighted getting photographed with officers. After they have 
partaken in a few photos we start to walk on again. I then ask the officers how 
they feel about getting photographed. They say how some cops don’t like it, but 
they don’t mind. I get the impression they are downplaying their satisfaction 
because of their grins. 
(Field notes, 4th August 2017)   
This example also provides context to police officers’ perceptions, as during interviews 
they also stated that citizens enjoyed interacting with police officers, as again, the police 
were viewed as having an expressive function. For Carl (police officer, Drumauld), it was 
important to champion success stories by local people, local groups, and local 
associations that had nothing to do with ‘risk’ or crime. Instead, this was important for 
Carl “because we are part of that bigger community peace”. This expressive function 
demanded police visibility, with police officers being visible in neighbourhoods. This 
idea was expressed by Jan (police officer, Inchloch) as “I am a great believer in, police 
personnel, police officers of all ranks being very visible. Emm, and, yeah, ye know, 
because it does, it does break down that barrier. It does sell you well”. This view was 
shared by Nick (police officer, Drumauld) as “…see if you are in your community. And 
you are visible. Then that’s fine. But see if you are in the police office, then you are kind 
of wasting your time”. Examples shared by police officers relating to positive encounters, 
included police officers: playing basketball, sitting down talking to young people, 
showing young people inside a police car, and going to an ‘old people’s party’. Police 
officers argued these encounters in physical spaces could then be photographed and 
uploaded to social media in order to enhance the legitimacy of the police. Similarly, Nick 
 
115 
 
described an occasion when a police officer showed his BMX skills with young people, 
as this was identified as: 
…proper community engagement. We are not going to come and chase you. And 
they all loved him after. They wanted to see more tricks. And that’s what it should 
be. It’s showing them that we are human. We are not just there to chase them off. 
We are not just a robot that is going to come because someone’s phoned us.  
(Nick, police officer, Drumauld) 
However, participants in this study believed that the relationship and ties between the 
police and citizens in their area was diminishing at the time of the study. Police officers 
saw response policing that centred on largely responding to incoming emergency and 
non-emergency calls, as detrimental to their social cohesion with citizens. In order to 
prevent this, police officers across the study called for closer relationships between 
officers and citizens. This idea of a distancing relationship between the police and citizens 
was shared by Drumauld residents in a focus group. In the following text, residents use 
the Scottish comic text ‘Oor Wullie’ to describe a breakdown in community cohesion 
with their local police. 
Adam- I will give you an example of what we are taking about. Have you ever 
read any of the oor Wullie books? 
Facilitator- when I was younger 
Adam- well you know the relationship with Oor Wullie 
Gail- and PC Murdoch 
(Collective laughter) 
Adam- well that’s what it used to be like. Where they all knew him, respected him. 
Ye know you are in trouble if you did something wrong. And they knew that. 
Facilitator- and if Oor Wullie was written today, what would the story be? 
Adam- that relationship I think would be a black and white 
Adam- them and us 
Facilitator- there would be no contact? 
Adam- no contact 
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Gail-nut (Scottish slang for no) 
(Citizens, Drumauld) 
5.4.2 Recognising citizens’ privacy  
In contrast to the support for closer bonds between the police and citizens reported in the 
last section, police officers and staff also contemplated citizens’ desire for privacy. This 
included the perception that citizens do not want to receive information from the police, 
nor do they want to engage in conversations with the police. This in turn, challenged how 
police legitimacy can be enhanced on social media if citizens do not want to be connected 
to the police. This also has implications for thinking about democratic policing. Millie 
(2012, p.1109) considers “If the public response is genuinely ‘go away and leave us 
alone’, then the police ought to be asking ‘why’?” This study reveals some of the reasons 
why people may not want a close relationship with the police.  
For Nick (police officer, Drumauld), an organised foot patrol in his local policing area 
with citizens was poorly attended as “they (residents) want to watch Love Island or 
whatever is on, on a Friday night. Or just sit and have a beer and watch the telly”. In 
particular, police participants felt citizens want to remain anonymous when reporting 
crime. Officers felt citizens would rather share their victimisation across social media 
than disclose this to the police. In relation to reporting crime and being a witness, Les 
(police officer, Inchloch) argued “they (citizens) don’t want to get involved….people want 
to do good, but it’s the fear of going to court, and being a witness”. As a result, 
Crimestoppers was recognised by officers as the favoured reporting medium for some 
citizens. For Jan (police officer, Inchloch), young people in particular did not want regular 
encounters with the police. Instead, Jan argued that this group were more interested in 
popular culture and earning money, as this curtailed their appetite for police content. Jan 
also felt young people were reluctant to engage with the police, as a result of being 
potentially ridiculed by their peers. This view was shared by Dan (police officer, 
Inchloch) who pondered “…is social media us trying to cram our way into somebody’s 
life who does ‘na’ give two hoots whether we are there or not”. Males during a focus 
group in Inchloch shared this view claiming they feared being mocked by others.  
Drawing on Goffman (1959), they gave the appearance of being un-interested in police 
activity. Swear words were used to convey their emotions.  
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Ray- well maybe this is quite immature, but the reason I don’t (follow police 
accounts on social media) is because I don’t want it flagging up saying Ray Innes 
is fucking following- 
 Sam- yeah 
 Ray- is following Police Scotland. 
 Sam- yeah I would probably be the same 
Ray- people would go, fucking weirdo- you know what I mean?  I would probably 
want to, but I would just flick by. And that’s probably why I haven’t seen anything. 
 Facilitator- So you wouldn’t want to be seen following Police Scotland? 
 Don- I would kind of- 
 Lee- I would agree with Ray, I can see where he is coming from. 
 Don- I would say that as well- 
Lee- I think from a child’s point of view, a youngster’s point of view, you wouldn’t 
even want to be reading it 
 Don- aye 
 Lee- but from an adults point of view it is a fucking good idea- 
 Don- yeah 
Lee- but I suppose the angle is how to get- how to change young people. You need 
to advertise in it a way that is keeping them safe, date rape and shit like that. And 
walking home alone. And a fifteen-year-old walking back from the bus stop after 
she has left her boyfriend’s (house) and, like, give her an example what if she was 
to follow this she would get tips and that. But they can maybe use it to promote 
other habits. 
Sam- emm, I don’t follow them. But I must admit that when I do see it on my 
newsfeed, I will click on it and have a read of it. So- 
 Facilitator - and why don’t you follow them Sam? 
Sam- the same reason Ray probably said, just because I don’t want, other people 
being like he follows the police. 
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 Ray- it’s not just that, I don’t like anything. I don’t comment on anything. 
 Lee- I am the same. 
 Ray- I don’t like anything. 
Lee- it is ignorance for me personally. Because, if it’s not fucking anything of 
interest, ken if it is like cars or bikes or whatever. If it is anything not like that, I 
will probably scroll past it, 9 times out of 10. Ken, or whatever. 
 (Citizens, Inchloch) 
This discussion amongst citizens in Inchloch points to potential challenges for the police 
in engaging with young people online. Overall, this shows that contrasting cases were put 
forward by police officers, police staff, and citizens, on the type of relationship citizens 
expect or want with the police. This included an appreciation of instrumental and 
normative models of policing as expressive features in particular were discussed by 
participants in the study. In addition, participants referred to police legitimacy in physical 
and digital spaces, as these spheres were discussed interchangeably. These considerations 
are developed in the next section in relation to dialogue between the police and citizens.   
5.5 Dialogue between the police and citizens 
Police accounts were found to converse with users on Twitter in five ways. Firstly, police 
Twitter accounts responded to tweets by users on social media. This included two-way 
conversation between the police and citizens. For example, Police Scotland provided a 
link to ‘Your View Counts’ (an online survey) when asked by a user how they can 
contribute to policing priorities. Likewise, the Inchloch division Twitter account 
explained what ‘LCLOs’ (Local Contest Liaison Officers) were after being asked this by 
a user. Whilst the focus here was not to measure the frequency of tweets on social media, 
it is nonetheless noteworthy that only the Inchloch local account did not engage in two-
way conversation with users. This reflects the fact that few tweets were sent out by this 
account as shown previously in Table 4.5 in Chapter four (page 95).  
The second sub-category relating to dialogue found from social media analysis included 
police accounts requesting information from users. For example, the Police Scotland 
Twitter account asked ‘recognise any of these people’ in connection to crowd disorder at 
the Scottish Cup Final in 2016. Thirdly, rhetorical questions were asked by police 
accounts. This was used as a means of directing users to further information, including 
crime prevention advice. Fourthly, police engagement with users on Twitter for the most 
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part consisted of other organisations. This included both national and local organisations. 
As well as this, police accounts retweeted content from other organisations, and included 
their own message. Individual users were rarely mentioned by the police accounts studied. 
Fifthly, the police division for Inchloch scheduled events for users to have dialogue with 
the police on social media with a ‘Facebook chat’. See Appendix 8 for examples of tweets 
shared by police Twitter accounts relating to ‘dialogue’. 
These examples provide context to police perceptions discussed next by showing how the 
police conversed with users on Twitter in different ways. During fieldwork police officers 
and police staff disagreed on whether the police should engage in dialogue and two-way 
conversation with users both on social media and during face-to-face encounters. These 
debates centred on the impact of dialogue on police legitimacy. Both sides of these 
arguments are revealed next.   
5.5.1 Support for dialogue between the police and citizens 
Comparable to existing studies on legitimacy (see Mazerolle et al., 2013) police officers 
and staff in the study recognised dialogue as key to building trust, generating community 
engagement, and being approachable. Findings show how dialogue was identified by 
some in the police as a way of negotiating legitimacy with users. For example, Sarah 
(police staff, Central Communications) felt that dialogue prevented disengagement on 
social media. At the same time, Carla (police staff, Central Communications) felt users 
would feel satisfied when their comment on social media had been responded to, either 
through a comment or ‘like’ by police accounts. This in turn, can have a positive impact 
on people’s perceptions of the police. This was seen as important for citizens who do not 
have regular encounters with the police. During dialogue, officers believed that the police 
should actively listen to citizens’ viewpoints and concerns. They also felt that the police 
should explain all processes and actions taken. This idea has been put forward by 
MacQueen and Bradford (2015, p.436) as “dialogue alone is not enough… (instead it is 
the) quality of the dialogue and the skill of the individual delivering it that are important”. 
The positive impact of having ‘quality’ dialogue during encounters, can be seen in an 
interview with Roy (police officer, Inchloch). Here, Roy is specifically referring to 
dialogue during face-to-face encounters: 
Interviewer-we talked about that before, about giving people a chance to speak- 
what do you think that does for their perceptions? 
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Roy-well nine times out of ten they thank you. Even if you can’t help them, you 
apologise, you explain why you can’t help them. And you wish them the best of 
luck, and on their way. And they will say thanks for your help anyway is usually 
what you get. Ye know, I have charged people and they have thanked me. 
Interviewer –and why is that? 
Roy-well I’ve allowed them to speak and you’ve explained things properly. And 
you have explained why the procedure has to happen a certain way. And yeah, 9 
times out of 10, they will recognise. Some don’t because they are just that way. 
But a lot of them will recognise that it is their fault, why they are in that position. 
You know, it’s nae my fault they are in that position. They have done it. I am 
explaining what needs to happen. Why it needs to happen and that’s just my job. 
(Roy, police officer, Inchloch) 
5.5.2 Criticism of dialogue between the police and citizens 
Another perspective put forward by police officers and staff in Inchloch and Drumauld 
was sceptical of the positive impact of having dialogue with citizens on social media. For 
them, face-to-face encounters were considered the best way to create trust and build 
relationships with people. Older citizens in particular were identified by police 
participants as preferring face-to-face encounters. This difference between the perceived 
benefits of having dialogue face-to-face compared to on social media can be seen in an 
interview with Doug, as he argued: 
The face is important because that’s where they are trusted. That trust isn’t- ehh 
in the message. Because anybody can write a message. Your trust is in the person 
that you are looking at. 
(Doug, police officer, Drumauld) 
As well as this, police officers and staff expressed concern about the potential for 
disagreements with other users on social media. One viewpoint asserted that debates with 
users should be avoided on social media. Others contended that it was reasonable to 
engage with users who were positive and supportive. This links to research on police 
occupational culture, as Loftus’ (2010) work suggests that key features associated with 
police culture have continued over time. This can be seen with police officers found to 
have a strong sense of suspiciousness and cynicism as they habitually identify risk and 
danger in everyday policing. Similarly, the current study shows how some officers 
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distrusted having dialogue with users on social media. Later in the chapter the idea of 
social media being viewed as the ‘devil’s work’ by officers is discussed. These ideas 
reflect the ‘isolation’ aspect of police culture, as police officers felt unable or choose not 
to engage with users on social media. Likewise, Crump (2011, p.1) argues “constraints of 
police culture have meant that Twitter has been used cautiously”. This means police 
services use Twitter to push conventional policing content (including patrol information) 
rather than having dialogue with citizens.  
These considerations have implications for thinking about citizen-focused policing and 
democratic policing as both entail responding to the needs and perceptions of citizens. 
The previous viewpoints shared in this section suggest that the police only converse with 
some users on social media. Police officers and staff perceived a wider audience on social 
media meaning that anyone can observe dialogue between police accounts and other 
users. In turn, Les (police officer, Inchloch) argued “I wouldn’t air dirty laundry in a 
public forum”. By not replying to criticism on social media, officers and staff believed 
these users would be discouraged from writing further defamatory remarks. Criticism was 
also seen as being often un-connected to the initial post uploaded by the police. For some, 
these considerations culminated in an uneasiness towards engaging in a dialogue with 
users on social media. In particular, officers and staff were fearful of potentially saying 
something that is criticised by social media users. For example, Sim reported:  
I think with a live chat we have got the danger of getting into arguments. And 
setting ourselves up for a fall maybe. Emm, because you don’t know. Comments 
are always going to come up, but a live chat- I have never done one, so. I am not 
sure how I would react to it. 
(Sim, Police officer, Inchloch) 
Whilst officers and staff disagreed over the positive impact of dialogue on social media, 
all agreed that achieving effective dialogue was impractical. In particular, dialogue was 
recognised as time-intensive on social media. This was because of the perceived 
considerable scale of comments directed at police accounts. As Eric (police officer, 
Drumauld) noted, “If you reply to one (user comment on social media) we should reply 
to all”. In addition, officers felt that could not effectively engage in conversations on 
social media as a result of additional non-social media-related responsibilities and duties. 
This coincided with a view amongst officers that social media should not be their main 
responsibility. Instead, they argued that ‘core’ policing tasks, associated with responding 
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to ‘calls’ made by citizens, should be prioritised. At the same time, it is important to note 
that officers also stated time constraints when having face-to-face conversations with 
citizens. This idea was argued by Jan (police officer, Inchloch) as he talks about the 
impact of job demands on being approachable to citizens and having dialogue.    
…the time constraints the cops have- ye- which is a shame that they can’t all 
afford to be as approachable, ye know...the troops are maybe out there and they 
have got a job to do, and then there is another job comes in. 
(Jan, police officer, Inchloch) 
From a distributive justice outlook, this suggests that the police are unable to sufficiently 
provide two-way communication with citizens in both physical and digital spaces because 
of competing job demands. Officers indicated that the volume of calls made to the police, 
meant that they needed to handle each case efficiently and as quickly as possible. These 
considerations connected to how the role of the police was understood by participants in 
the study. This is developed in the following sections in relation to how the police 
communicate with citizens using formal and informal communication styles. 
5.6 Formal communication styles by the police  
Police officers and staff discussed the idea of a conventional style of police 
communication. This connected to how the police have traditionally communicated with 
citizens via the traditional media as well as content published on the Police Scotland web 
page. Associated with a formal style, these messages were linked to communicating in a 
serious manner using formulaic expressions. Bullock (2016, p.11) describes this as “the 
old stereotype” as Denef et al., (2012, p.24) also alludes to the feature of “impersonal 
tone” in police communication. Formal communication styles are explored next in 
relation to police legitimacy. 
5.6.1 Support for the police having a ‘formal’ communication style  
One perspective put forward by police officers and staff was that formal styles of 
communication would assert police legitimacy on social media. As well as this, they felt 
formal styles would protect and safeguard police legitimacy. These styles were seen as 
consistent as it means that the police engage in the same tone and use a specific 
vocabulary, later described as ‘police speak’. For Dylan (police staff, Central 
Communications) “when people see the web site, I think when people see the site, they 
expect it to be a bit, emm, more ‘governmenty’”. Dylan’s views here point to the 
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perceived links between formal communication styles and professionalism. Police 
officers and police staff that supported formal styles suggested this protects the reputation 
of the police, and asserts police legitimacy on social media. For Ted (police officer, 
Inchloch), this denotes the “corporate image” of Police Scotland. For Ellie (police staff, 
Central Communications) the national Police Scotland account on social media required 
a “more official” approach compared to divisional and local accounts. However, officers 
and staff in Inchloch and Drumauld also contended that they used a professional 
communication style on their personal social media accounts. Whereas, for Eve (police 
staff, Inchloch) this meant a distinction between how she used on the one hand her 
personal account on social media and on the other police accounts. Engaging with content 
she found amusing, when using police accounts was viewed as inappropriate. Whilst on 
duty she felt compelled to behave in a professional way. This was also recognised by 
other officers, although social media usage in their personal lives was often described as 
completely innocuous. In turn, police officers distanced themselves from being habitual 
users of social media. This corresponds to the ‘isolated’ nature of police officers’ lives as 
shown in police occupational culture literature (Loftus, 2010). Specifically, as officers 
contended how they did not engage in conversations in digital spaces. For Doug (police 
officer, Drumauld) professionalism was also key to policing by consent. He argued that 
citizens consent to policing that is professional.   
Doug- Well, if we’re not seen as professional, then how do people have confidence 
in the fact that when they tell us things or that we do things, that we’re going to 
do it properly. 
Interviewer-So confidence is a big part of… 
Doug- Yes, public confidence, and they’ve given us consent and so people have 
got to be confident that by giving us that consent, that we’re going to do the job 
that we’re here to do. 
(Doug, police officer, Inchloch) 
Support for formal styles of communication amongst police officers and staff coincided 
with their expectations of policing. They argued that police communication should reflect 
professional standards. In order to do this, they said that police communication should 
connect to the core function of the police. In an instrumental sense, this was discussed by 
police officers and police staff in terms of tackling crime. Tod (police officer, Inchloch) 
contended “I would say all officers, our aim of being in the police is to solve crime”. 
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Likewise, Jack (police officer, Drumauld) described “operational policing is how we 
serve the public. And it (social media) should all be feeding into operational policing”. 
The core function of policing according to officers and staff can, at times, involve policing 
serious crime and major incidents, as terrorism was often cited as an example by 
participants. For Tom (police officer, Inchloch), and police staff working for Corporate 
Communications on a national level, this subject matter also required a formal and serious 
tone.  
The Social media analysis carried out provide context to these perceptions shared by 
officers and staff by showing how police accounts, at times adopted formal styles on 
Twitter. This involved communicating policing activity, and instrumental-type content 
linked to fighting crime. For example, the police Twitter account for Inchloch contended 
it was ‘stepping up patrols….to tackle antisocial driving’. Furthermore, police Twitter 
accounts provided safety advice via social media. Police messages also attempted to 
manage people’s perceptions of crime and in particular fear of crime. For example, the 
same division as Inchloch reported ‘Be alert to the threat of terrorism but not alarmed’. 
This division also highlighted latest crime figures at the time, and contended that these 
were ‘positive stats’. In dealing with a missing person, the local police Twitter account 
said ‘thanks to everyone who retweeted our appeal’. This example shows the interplay 
between instrumental (tracing a missing person) and normative (thanking users) 
considerations. The same division also said that they were ‘responding to community 
concerns’ about antisocial behaviour. In this sense, police practice was rationalised as 
reflecting community needs. See Appendix 8 for further examples of tweets shared by 
police Twitter accounts relating to ‘formal styles’ of communication.  
Linked to this, police officers perceived an appetite from citizens for information relating 
to policing activity. They implied that citizens grant the police legitimacy and justify 
police authority on account of instrumental concerns. Indeed, from an instrumental 
outlook, this type of police communication reveals police effectiveness in relation to 
tackling crime. This is also a key consideration in democratic policing, as policing should 
deliver on outcomes linked to dealing with crime (Marenin, 1998). Ann (police officer, 
Inchloch) described this as “they would want to see some results as well. Ye know, who’s 
been locked up, what crimes have been cleared”. Likewise, Ava (police staff, Inchloch) 
believed “I’m just thinking, the posts that always do really well is when you’ve caught 
people. When you’ve caught bad guys”. Whilst for Mac (police officer, Inchloch) this 
was about “managing public expectations (and) celebrating our successes”. 
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Focus group discussion amongst residents predominantly centred on informal styles of 
communication (discussed in the next section). Nevertheless, citizens offered support for 
formal styles. Again, this highlighted how citizens justified police authority based on 
instrumental factors. This also corresponds to the ‘risk communication’ feature of 
contemporary policing that means the police divulge information about current and future 
risks to citizens (O’Connor, 2015). For some residents, police content was associated with 
being useful. They looked to the police to provide information about local issues, as well 
as current and future risks or emergencies. As well as this, residents believed that being 
told about police activity and effectiveness was important. This idea was conveyed by 
Inchloch residents in the following text. The residents are discussing a social media post 
by a police account in Scotland that reported they had recovered Class A drugs worth 
£9000. The citizens discussed how the police had been effective in tackling illicit drugs 
as they also felt this message would work as a deterrence.  
Sam- but it’s good, obviously shows they are doing something 
Lee- yeah cause, I like to think 
Sam-yeah cause, they have obviously found quite a substantial amount 
Lee- I like that the police are using this to prove to people that they are doing 
something. And I like to see- 
Ray –what they should have done that would have been better. So, they are in 
court why not hold it off for a couple of weeks, and say those men were in court 
and they are now in prison. Cause you might get some little cocky shit, who things, 
yeah, they might not get nothing, yeah he will get a 50 quid fine. So- if they show 
everything, and boys will go 4 years in prison and I’ve got class A type drugs in 
my back pocket. That sort of thing. And they will think fuck that. 
(Citizens, Inchloch) 
Officers and staff also contended that formal styles of communication would safeguard 
confidential information held by the police. In relation to democratic policing, this 
safeguards people’s rights, as their personal information is not made public. For Ava 
(police staff, Inchloch) this meant that the police need to be “quite general” when 
discussing specific cases as they would not go into detail. Sarah, (police staff, Central 
Communications) also described “we have to be very careful within the parameters that 
we work in”. However, confidentiality also created a challenge for younger officers 
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according to Joe (police officer, Inchloch) who are “not sure what we can say (and) what 
we can’t say”. Police officers and staff felt that withholding information at times, 
contradicted public appetite for policing content. At the same time, this suggests the 
police are in control over which information is made public. Ava described this as “people 
just are generally nosey and just want to know sometimes. More for just like ongoing 
incidents. Not that we give away too much information to be honest. It’s always pretty 
bland”. Gus (police officer, Inchloch) discussed this as “sensationalist type gratification” 
for citizens. This reflected public intrigue of local and national crime as well as an interest 
amongst citizens for finding out about police officers’ daily lives. In order to preserve 
confidentiality, police staff made the distinction between information that is ‘in the public 
interest’ and ‘of interest to the public’. The following field notes provide context to these 
perceptions and was recorded during fieldwork in the same division as Inchloch with Fay 
(police staff, Inchloch)  
Fay and I are also talking about how the media want to know a story relating to 
something that has happened because they claim it is in ‘the public’s interest’. 
She says that’s rubbish and there is a difference between ‘in the public interest’ 
and ‘of public interest. The first is described as something that will make 
communities safer. The latter is seen as something interesting to citizens, but 
doesn’t achieve any outcome other than appetite.   
(Field notes, 16th December 2016) 
5.6.2 Criticism of the police having a ‘formal’ communication style 
Another perspective shared by police officers and staff asserted that a formal style of 
communication creates a barrier between the police and citizens in two ways. Firstly, 
from a normative perspective, formal styles impacted on how the police treat citizens 
according to officers and staff. This in turn, would have a detrimental impact on police 
legitimacy. Messaging adjudged to be ‘obvious’ that included content people were 
already expected to know was considered patronising. As well as this, police officers and 
staff criticised content that aligned blame to victims of crime. This was discussed by 
participants in relation to crime safety advice, and a ‘waggy-finger’ approach by the 
police.   
These discussions also pointed to how legitimacy was understood within the police. 
Police officers and police staff debated authoritative styles linked to formal 
communication. Dylan (police staff, Central Communications) felt that the tone used on 
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social media should reflect the powers associated with the police. He described the 
legitimacy of the police as “I don’t know- Authoritative. Because we are, the Scottish 
Police Organisation, if that makes sense”. For Sarah (police staff, Central 
Communications) police communication at times communicated “don’t do this and don’t 
do that”. Gus (police officer, Inchloch) also felt that “there is an element of me wanting 
to say I am the police, you will do as I say… (but at the same time recognised that it was 
important to be) approachable and recognisable”. Fay (police staff, Inchloch) also 
argued that this waggy-finger approach “completely puts people’s back up” with the 
police viewed as “the moral police or the anti-fun police” by focusing on negative 
behaviour. These ideas were described by police officer Ted as:  
ye know, we are telling people the obvious, emm, ye know, I, one’s I have seen 
recently that I didn’t particularly like- the police have done- emm, were football 
matches or large public events like the event (removed for anonymity of location), 
we’d like to thank everybody for coming here and behaving themselves tonight. 
Why are we doing that? Isn’t that a bit patronising? What do we think people are 
going to do? Do we think they are doing to come there, and, ye know, start rioting 
and running naked through the streets? 
(Ted, police officer, Inchloch) 
Secondly, police officers and staff contended that formal police communication was at 
times difficult for persons outside the police organisation to understand. This included 
the idea of a police dialect characterised by police jargon, as has been put forward 
previously by Fernandez et al. (2017). This was often aligned with ‘police speak’ by 
police participants in the current study. Police officers across Inchloch and Drumauld 
referred to ‘police speak’ during interviews and participant observation as ‘robotic’, ‘the 
stern face’, ‘gobbledygook’, ‘flowery language’, and ‘Flowery pish’. Examples of a 
police dialect referenced by police officers and staff included: ‘whilst’; ‘proceeding down 
the road, rather than walking down the road’; ‘alighting from a vehicle rather than 
getting out’; ‘acquisitive crime’ ‘2 persons, and it’s like no. it is such a simple thing. It is 
2 people.’; ‘like a male was arrested, just say a man was arrested’; ‘anti-social behaviour 
hot spots right’; ‘We don’t have to say, motor vehicle. We can say car’; ‘CPU and VRD 
and like all these different acronyms’; ‘dwelling house instead of house’; and ‘proceeded 
in a northerly direction’.  
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For Tom (police officer, Inchloch) this style was devoid of a “personal touch” as Fay 
(police staff, Inchloch) also questioned “would they (citizens) find it funny or would they 
just find it a bit boring”. Other officers and staff in the study also felt that users would 
disengage from police content as a result of a ‘police speak’ style. Additionally, officers 
described their discomfort at viewing fellow officers use ‘police speak’ when 
communicating via the traditional media. Paul (police officer, Drumauld) reported how 
“It kills me inside, right. It kills me” and Rob described this style as “painful watching”. 
Similar, police staff Molly described how: 
…it (formal style) just makes the public not interested. I am not interested and I 
work for police Scotland. And if I see a press release on police Scotland’s 
Facebook page and I have seen it on the corporate page, when I have gone home 
at night, a couple have appeared, and I honestly feel like, bashing my head off a 
wall, thinking what are you doing. 
(Molly, Police staff, Central Communications)  
In connection to citizen-focused policing and democratic policing, this suggests that 
‘police speak’ obstructs people’s access to services provided by the police. Specifically, 
citizens may disengage with police content when this is presented in a formal manner. 
This also raises issues in connection to policing by consent. Public knowledge of policing 
is required in order for this to be carried out with citizens (Carty, 2008). These officers 
and staff suggested formal styles prevented this. Instead, they argued that the police 
needed to communicate in a less formal style with citizens. This is explored in the next 
section in connection to informal communication styles.  
5.7 Informal communication styles by the police  
In the following text, Ellie introduces a shift from the formal police communication style 
outlined earlier, as she describes a softer communication approach by the police.  
Yeah there’s been, emm, incidents, like maybe it’s, it’s like to show the kind of 
softer side of policing, I think. A lot of perception out there in the public is that, 
emm, police are just robots, they just come in and do their job, go home, give out 
tickets, get money for the- and all that sort of stuff.     
(Ellie, Police staff, Central Communications) 
A softer approach, was also used explicitly or described implicitly by other police officers 
and police staff as well as citizens in the study. This aligned more clearly with informal 
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styles of communication, and denoted police communication that uses or conveys 
informal language, ‘a friendly side’, humour, and content that is interesting, creative as 
well as current and topical. These themes are discussed in more detail in this section. It is 
important to note that participants in the study either supported all, some, or none of these 
features.  
Social media analysis provided context to police and citizen perceptions, as examples 
were found in police communication on Twitter relating to informal styles. To start with, 
police messaging on social media that was written in an informal style communicated 
both instrumental and non-instrumental content. Instrumental messages on safety and 
tackling crime were conveyed using informal language, humour, and content that can be 
seen as interesting, creative as well as current and topical. For example, the divisional 
police Twitter account for Inchloch used local dialect to encourage people to follow the 
local roads policing account with ‘awa and gae @(police account anonymised) a follow 
for a’ the latest aboot (name anonymised) roads’. Non-instrumental content included 
tweets by the police that did not tie in with reducing crime or increasing safety. These 
tweets also used informal language, humour, and content that was interesting, creative as 
well as current and topical. For example, the Police Scotland Twitter account, shared a 
tweet that said ‘officers taking part in @MovemberUK’. Appendix 8 provides more 
examples of tweets shared by police Twitter accounts relating to ‘informal styles’ of 
communication.   
Fieldwork conducted with the police and citizens delved deeper into people’s underlying 
opinions. Trojanowicz and Bucqueroux (1990, p.18) were shown in the literature review 
to argue that community policing requires a “human touch” as they also said that this can 
only be facilitated face-to-face. However, participants in the current study contended that 
informal styles on social media would help to facilitate engagement between the police 
and citizens online. In turn, they argued that informal styles will enhance police 
legitimacy. For others, informal styles were viewed as detrimental to police legitimacy. 
Both of these perspectives are discussed throughout the section.     
5.7.1 Support for the police using informal language and local dialect  
Participants in the study described informal language and local dialect as central to 
informal police communication styles. A number of benefits were attributed to this. Ellie 
(police staff, Central Communications) believed citizens were more likely to read police 
content when this is presented in “a nice kind of more laidback (and) less official way”. 
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These styles were considered to be easier for residents to understand, and contrasted the 
formal and serious characteristics associated with ‘police speak’ as was discussed earlier. 
Police officer Roy in Inchloch also contended that informal language helps to develop 
social bonds between the police and citizens as: 
it creates that bridge between the police and the public because you are then one 
of them. Ye know, it’s nae a them and us. As soon as you start to converse with 
them in their terms and their terminology, they get it. and then it’s not a them and 
us and you become the local bobby now. And not just the police. 
(Roy, police officer, Inchloch) 
This idea was also supported by police officer Jack as:   
(Name of police Twitter account in Scotland anonymised) - They speak online like 
they actually speak. I can’t understand it. But to their community that’s- that is 
localism at their best- are actually talking a language they understand. Surely, we 
should all be talking a language that all our communities understand. 
(Jack, police officer, Drumauld) 
Informal language and local dialect associated with Inchloch and Drumauld enhanced 
police legitimacy according to these police officers and staff. They argued this would 
humanise the police and in particular, police officers. This echoes findings from research 
by McGovern (2011) who found conversational styles on social media made police 
messages more ‘personal’ to their online audiences. Likewise, in this current study, police 
participants believed informal language made police messages more personal and less 
monotonous. For example, Nick (police officer, Drumauld) said this denotes “more of a 
kind of personal approach”.  From a citizen-focused policing outlook, this brings policing 
closer to citizens. This suggests that informal language contributes to social cohesion 
between the police and citizens. This builds on expressive features of policing by 
revealing cohesion between the police and citizens. Whereas current studies on expressive 
orientations to policing have predominantly focused on cohesion between community 
members (see for example Bradford and Jackson, 2010) this connects to the relationship 
between the police and citizens. Indeed, Carl (police officer, Drumauld) said “if you 
(police) want to connect (with citizens then) talk the same language (as your audience)”. 
Likewise, Doug (police officer, Drumauld) contended “Ultimately, they’ll see us 
probably more human, we’re friendly, we’re approachable, more down to earth, more 
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like them I guess and that’s the upside”. This idea was also supported by Tom (police 
officer, Inchloch). In the following text, Tom asserts local dialect on social media helps 
to build trust with the police.   
I think you tie in with them….it maybe builds them with a- fills them with a sense 
of trust as to who they are speaking to on Facebook. Because they know it’s 
someone local. And it’s not someone sitting on a computer in Edinburgh or 
Glasgow. It could kind of be they look at it and think that’s someone who’s from- 
either from here or is here. 
(Tom, police officer, Inchloch) 
5.7.2 Support for the police showing ‘a friendly side’  
In contrast to formal police communication, citizens during all focus groups justified 
police officers, at times, smiling and being ‘less serious’. Specifically, one image shown 
during focus groups depicted a male and female police officer smiling, whilst also 
wearing ‘Santa hats’. This was uploaded by the official social media account for Inchloch, 
although this was not made known to participants. Drumauld residents viewed this image 
as positive, as is shown in the following focus group discussion, as they believed that 
officers smiling were more approachable and friendly.  
Dale- ohh yeah, totally. They look very approachable. Like it’s Christmas, people 
should be happy. You would come and say hello. 
Dawn- Dion how do you feel about that? 
Dion- yes, I would agree with that as well. 
Facilitator- so you like seeing them smiling then? 
Dion- yes, I like to see them smiling 
Dave- better smiling than scouring  
Dawn- I have known quite a few of the local officers to interact, so yeah. 
Facilitator – so smiling cops is a good thing then? 
(Collective laughter) 
Dawn- and I don’t think it’s frivolous. As Dale said it’s festive, it’s the Christmas 
period. 
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Facilitator –it’s interesting-  
Dawn-other people do it, why shouldn’t the cops. 
(Citizens, Drumauld) 
5.7.3 Support for the police using humour 
Citizens also offered examples of police accounts communicating by using humour on 
social media. In terms of legitimacy, humour was linked to humanising police officers. 
Young people in particular were identified by residents during focus groups as more likely 
to appreciate police use of humour. Key to this was the expressive feature of informal 
police communication styles. Specifically, citizens implied that police officers are more 
akin to the rest of society when they show a humorous side. In the following exert, 
Inchloch citizens are responding to a video by Police Scotland (2016b) showing officers 
partaking in the ‘Running Man Challenge’. Citizens supported humour as this was 
discussed in contrast to formal styles. 
Tom- I wouldn’t have a problem with that. Some of them have just got a genuine 
sense of humour 
Tim- aye nae take it too serious(ly) 
Sam- a youngsters seeing that, that’s great that. Brilliant 
Lyn- the humour 
Facilitator- why is it good? 
Meg- it’s engaging  
Sam- well it’s engaging. It shows they have a sense of humour, and they are a 
human the same as me. It’s nae a- they are nae aliens. 
Tom- that’s right- cause some folk would think the police can’t do that 
Tim- it would be good for recruitment as well. Ken, folk seeing that and thinking  
Meg- It’s like- 
Lyn- so they are doing the serious bit as well 
Facilitator - so when you seen that video, what did you think? 
Lyn- it was quite amusing 
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Facilitator - why? 
Lyn- wisnae straight laced. Wasn’t like, do you know what I mean 
(Citizens, Inchloch) 
These attitudes were echoed by police officers and police staff who recognised humour 
as important during encounters with citizens. They argued that humour could be used by 
the police to negotiate legitimacy with the audience.  These participants cited examples 
from divisions across Scotland who have used humour on social media in the past. The 
direct link between humour and informal communication was described by Rob (police 
officer, Inchloch) as “If you’re using the kind of humour or slightly colloquial approach, 
it’s the softer… it’s focusing on maybe a hard issue but doing it in a kind of softer way”. 
These officers argued that humour helped to build rapport during face-to-face encounters 
with citizens. From a normative approach, this contributed to the quality of treatment with 
citizens by police officers, and prevented situations from escalating and becoming more 
volatile. At the same time, police officers and staff in this study believed humour should 
only be used when deemed appropriate. This included the idea that humour should not be 
too extreme or far- fetched, and should instead be used lightly. Rob, in the following text, 
conveys this as: 
It needs to be appropriate. We do a very serious job- the public expect us to be 
serious but actually sometimes we can be too serious and we need to basically 
learn to smile and hold our hands up sometimes when we’ve made a bit of a faux 
pas. A faux pas that you can have a laugh about as opposed to… 
(Rob, police officer, Inchloch) 
5.7.4 Support for the police using interesting and creative content 
In addition to informal and humour styles, police officers and police staff identified the 
need to be ‘interesting’ and ‘creative’ on social media, as they argued that this in turn 
would captivate people’s attention and gain the police legitimacy online amongst users. 
This could involve responding to current affairs with crime safety advice connected to 
up-to-date sporting and cinematic events. This was seen as important due to the vast 
volume of content available on social media. Indeed, for Ted (police officer, Inchloch) 
“we live in this scroll through- everybody is scrolling through now” as he felt it was 
therefore important to catch the attention of users. Video and image content was identified 
as one way, police accounts could better engage with citizens. In particular, police officers 
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and police staff perceived an appetite amongst citizens for viewing images of police 
horses and police dogs. These served as symbolic tools for informal communication and 
attempted to keep users engaged with police content. Notably, this for police officer Gus 
was a paradox to the often-ferocious nature of police dogs.  
Gus- Well yeah, I see a lot of cops screwing their faces up and going, ye know 
really? Because that’s going to bite into someone and it would have ye, ye know? 
(small laughter). So really, is it really the correct image?-  
Interviewer- (laughter- in astonishment)  
Gus- Of police dogs, ye know. But, as a, as a tool to drag folk into police Scotland, 
Twitter accounts to perhaps go on and read serious the message underneath has 
probably got it place. 
(Gus, police officer, Inchloch) 
This last point by Gus highlights a key consideration expressed by police officers and 
police staff in the study that informal styles could be used to negotiate police legitimacy 
on social media. Informal styles on the one hand captured users’ attention and on the other 
could feature instrumental outcomes for the police, for example in relation to crime 
prevention. This, in turn, will deliver the ‘core’ functions of policing. Indeed, for Jan, “if 
keeping people safe is in how it- encouraging folk to have- see you in a good light, well 
there is nothing wrong with that”. This was important for Jan (police officer, Inchloch) 
who said “our tag line isn’t ‘Police Scotland, locking people up since 2013’. No, ye ken, 
it doesn’t say that. It says, ‘Police Scotland keeping people safe”. Here Jan is referring to 
The Police and Fire Reform (Scotland) Act (2012, p.13) that outlines “the main purpose 
of policing is to improve the safety and well-being of persons”. For other officers and 
staff in the study, informal styles needed to include a clear-cut policing purpose. Molly 
(police staff) described this as a “policing line”. This included messages often associated 
with safety advice that sought to make citizens more responsible. This was described by 
Dylan (police staff) as “we are trying to influence behaviour” in order to prevent 
victimisation. This was seen as the principal reason for using social media. Likewise, for 
Molly, “…you have to prove your return and investment. You have to prove your public 
impact”.  Finally, police officer Gary also stated how informal styles must serve an 
instrumental purpose for the police as: 
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I don’t think we should get into this selfie culture, of aww let’s just get a 
photograph taken with as many people as possible. And let’s throw it on the 
Twitter feed, or the Facebook feed. For no reason. There’s got to be a reason for 
it. if it’s just to be liked, then I think we are going down a dead end, but for instance 
if there’s been, ehh, issues, in that area and these guys are on patrol and, people 
who, in the locality know there’s been issues there. And they see the police are 
patrolling it. then, ok that’s fine, they are responding to it. 
(Gary, police officer, Drumauld) 
5.7.5 Criticism of the police having an ‘informal’ communication style 
However, some citizens in Inchloch and Drumauld disliked informal styles used by the 
police on social media. Informal messages not linked to instrumental content were 
criticised by Inchloch and Drumauld residents when they did not include the police 
interacting with citizens. The following exert from a focus group with Inchloch residents 
illustrates this point. This also highlights disagreement amongst citizens relating to 
informal styles of police communication. The residents are discussing a video uploaded 
to social media by Police Scotland (2016b). This shows officers partaking in a social 
media craze, at the time, known as ‘The Running Man Challenge’.  Residents’ narratives 
pointed to tensions between normative and instrumental models of policing. Whilst trying 
to enhance the quality of treatment during encounters by being approachable (normative 
model) this was also seen as a waste of police resources.  Residents that were critical 
instead argued that the police should tackle core policing activities linked to crime control 
(instrumental model). This connects to public expectations of policing discussed in police 
occupational culture with police officers viewed as crime fighters (see Reiner, 2010). 
Here, swear words were used to convey their dissatisfaction. 
Ray- that is fucking terrible. 
Lee- right see this you dished out earlier (image of officers sitting in a café). We 
said yeah that is good they are interacting with the community. And their defence 
could say we are trying to show you that we are approachable. How many police 
spent organising that? How many takes did that- how much time did that video, 
from the minute guess what this would a good idea, to the point that they did three 
takes for that? Fucking waste of time. 
Facilitator- So you like the interacting time? 
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Lee- no I can imagine how their approach to this might be, but it is too far. That 
is too far. This sitting having cups of tea is brilliant. Fucking videos that last ages 
that’s too far. 
Facilitator- So it’s too organised, it’s too scripted? 
Lee- how much money is spent? 
Ray- I can see your point that it fucks you off, and I quite agree with it. but I didn’t 
see it that way. But the police should be up here, they should be on the ball. And 
to do something like that is fucking terrible. That is a fucking embarrassment. 
Facilitator- why? 
Lee- well it is similar to what an 18-year-old would do in a club. 
Ray- police should be serious, should be on the ball. Emm, they are marching on 
parade that is good. It should be like that. They should be, ye know, emm, right 
up there. But to do something like that. 
Lee- what were you going to say? 
Sam- yeah, I don’t disagree with it. I think it’s probably quite good and breaks 
down barriers that they have been intimidating and things like that. But, at the 
beginning they are still kind of showing, that they are do you know quite coming 
across they are in charge. But there is a person behind the uniform. 
Facilitator- and you think some people will see that as positive? 
Sam- yeah I think it is probably trying to show that there is people behind the 
uniform. Rather than just like this sort of police body type of thing. 
(Citizens, Inchloch) 
On a similar note, police officers and police staff believed that informal styles on social 
media contradicted the core function of policing. These persons argued that citizens 
expect the police to solve crime and respond effectively to crime reports. This aligns with 
an instrumental model of policing, and again connects to police culture studies that reveal 
police officers favour crime-fighting orientations as citizens also expect this (see Reiner, 
2010). For Judy (police officer, Drumauld) some citizens would believe this is “what the 
cops are paid for". This idea was also put forward by Liz (police staff, Inchloch) as 
“people want police officers to be there and to do their job. They don’t want to be seeing 
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police officers going about having jollies all the time”. Similarly, Max (police officer, 
Inchloch) felt “some of the cops are a bit sceptical of this (and) some of the sergeants are 
a bit sceptical of this. We should just get back to the core job and all the rest of it”. This 
reflected a perception amongst police officers and staff that a current challenge for the 
police was trying to deal with calls quickly. As a result, they felt that citizens are, at times, 
unhappy about response times. Indeed, for Tod (police officer, Inchloch) whose daily job 
involved handling complaints to the police: “we appreciate they (police officers) have got 
a number of enquiries, so to us a month to do an enquiry would be acceptable. But to a 
member of the public it wouldn’t”. Other officers and staff also argued that informal 
communication styles would frustrate citizens who expect the police to deal with their 
reported crime. For Gary this idea was conveyed as:  
And the people who are waiting or the police to come, it’ll probably be, ehh, 
subscribed to the (divisional account) feed or whatever. They are no looking at 
you taken a photo (described previously as sunsets)- why has nobody come to my 
door? And it’s that, it’s to me, it’s just obvious. 
(Gary, police officer, Drumauld) 
In addition, residents also considered potential risks and dangers for the police in relation 
to using informal communication styles. This highlighted the importance of the police 
having a positive relationship face-to-face with citizens. This meant that quality of 
treatment through softer styles on social media was only viewed as positive if this was 
reflected in face-to-face encounters. In other words, the police cannot be informal on 
social media and formal in person. However, other citizens felt that it was unrealistic to 
think all officers have the same demeanour. At the same time, some informal styles during 
face-to-face encounters could have negative consequences. This was discussed by 
residents during a focus group in relation to a video shown via YouTube. The video 
depicted officers in a police car in Scotland deliberately knocking over people dressed as 
skittles at slow speed after being coaxed on by these persons (Daily Record, 2014). For 
these residents, this could have resulted in a casualty. Other residents also argued that the 
police should not engage informally with people who were assumed to have been 
consuming alcohol as they may turn on the police. Finally, it was a danger if people 
expected to repeat humorous exchanges such as this one with officers having been at the 
incident or having viewed the video.  
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These ideas were echoed by police officers and staff in Inchloch and Drumauld who had 
an apprehension towards using humour. Despite having positive intentions, they argued 
that humour would not always be an effective way of engaging with citizens. This idea is 
conveyed by Liz (police officer, Inchloch) as “…that doesn’t mean to say that every 
humorous interaction you have with, emm, the public or is filmed is going to be well 
received”. Whilst this refers to face-to-face encounters, the same idea was discussed in 
relation to humour being used on social media. For Gus (police officer, Inchloch) sarcasm 
could be used during face-to-face encounters, “…but on a tweet it doesn’t read well”. On 
a similar note, Doug and Gary (police officers, Drumauld) felt that the important 
instrumental-type message could get lost when humour is used.  Attempts to be informal 
and interesting by the police on social media was also criticised by other officers as trying 
too hard to be ‘cool’. They suggested that the police need to instead be authentic on social 
media. This links to discussions at the beginning of the chapter on police honesty and 
suggests the police need to be genuine on social media. Police officers during fieldwork 
in Inchloch and Drumauld compared this to “a Dad dancing at a wedding”. This point 
was also expressed by Dan as:  
He thinks he knows what he should be doing, but because it’s a young man’s game, 
sometimes he can look a bit foolish, ye know. And what springs to mind there is- 
when I see posts from this division, or I’m made aware- If I see them in a more, 
ehh, email setting or something. Which it almost smacks trying to be too clever, 
too young, too hip, maybe even trying to use the local dialect within postings and 
stuff. 
(Dan, police officer, Inchloch)  
Other police officers also argued that informal styles on social media have a detrimental 
impact on police reputation and police legitimacy. They believed this reduces their claims 
to legitimacy, as citizens will not view the police as having authority. For Doug (police 
officer, Drumauld) this meant “…if we’re using slang and we’re communicating in a way 
that doesn’t appear to be befitting of the message”. Ted (police officer, Inchloch) also 
argued “we don’t want to be seen as, ye know, buffoons, using social media. We want to 
be seen as somebody who, yeah we- we can speak to people on a relaxed manner, but we 
are actually able to give a serious message”. Likewise, for Doug (police officer, 
Drumauld) “it’s the whole thing about people being presentable, being smart, not looking 
like a bag of spuds with their hat on the back of their head and all that sort of thing and 
the way we communicate is all part of that image”. This view was also shared by Rod 
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(police officer, Inchloch) who contended that the police could not adopt both formal and 
informal communication styles. He argued “you can’t be a responsible dad and be the 
guy on the dance floor as well, ye know, at the teens disco. You’ve got to kind of make a 
decision as to where you are going with it”. Finally, Gary (police officer, Drumauld) was 
critical of the police using humour arguing “we are slowly morphing into this Scots Squad 
(Scottish TV show)... the characters and, we’re almost verging on being comedians. We 
are no comedians”.  
These perceived risks and dangers associated with informal communication styles, 
coincided with support by police officers and police staff for a more formal style, as was 
discussed earlier. Overall, this therefore points to both support and criticism across police 
and citizen perspectives towards formal and informal styles of communication used by 
the police. While some participants felt that informal styles allowed the police to negotiate 
legitimacy on social media in a subtle way, others felt that informal styles would have a 
detrimental impact on police legitimacy.  
5.8 Conclusion  
This chapter explored police legitimacy on social media from a citizen’s outlook. This 
was discussed in connection to the main themes collected from fieldwork and included: 
trust, respect, social bonds between the police and citizens, dialogue, formal styles, and 
informal styles. Interviews and participant observation with police officers and police 
staff, and focus groups with citizens conveyed their underlying meanings. The social 
media analysis carried out provide context to police and citizen narratives by showing 
how the police communicate on Twitter in accordance with these themes. Apart from 
respect, participants in the study disagreed on how the police should engage with users 
on social media. Broadly, few differences were found between police officers, police 
staff, and citizen perspectives. As well as this, minimal differences existed between 
participants in Inchloch and Drumauld. Instead, disagreements existed across each of 
these groups as debates centred on police legitimacy in physical and digital spaces, 
instrumental and normative models of policing, and issues of power.  
Research findings in this chapter show how police legitimacy is understood from a citizen 
outlook in digital and physical spaces. Whilst existing research has largely focused on 
police legitimacy in either physical or digital spaces the current study shows how people 
compare and at times contrast these spheres. Police legitimacy is at times accepted and 
contested in accordance with the themes identified earlier. For example, one perspective 
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by police officers contended that only face-to-face dialogue between the police and 
citizens would enhance citizens’ perceptions of police legitimacy. Another perspective 
by police officers believed that social media could be used to strengthen police legitimacy 
on social media. In addition, police participants felt that the police should not engage in 
disagreements with users on social media. This pointed to ‘suspicion’ and ‘isolation’ 
features found in police occupational culture (see Loftus, 2010). Additionally, some 
police officers, police staff, and citizens believed the police could nurture social bonds 
with citizens in physical and digital spaces. This narrative connected to police tweets 
generated from social media analysis that centred on police collaboration with local 
persons and local organisations, accessibility of the police, admiration by the police for 
the work of local people, police gratitude towards citizens, and the police broadcasting 
local events. 
Instrumental and normative models of policing were found in participants stories relating 
to how the police communicate with citizens. Much research on legitimacy and in 
particular procedural justice has been quantitative to date. Instead, the qualitative 
approach offered in this current study begins to show how and when people assess police 
communication based on these models of policing. This study shows there is an important 
interplay as people’s narratives switch between each of these models. In relation to 
respect, police legitimacy was granted and justified in accordance with treatment by the 
police during encounters (procedural Justice) as well as perceptions to do with being 
unfairly targeted by the police (distributive Justice). Procedural justice is a key approach 
in normative models of policing, whilst distributive Justice features in instrumental 
models of policing. Furthermore, the section on social bonds builds on the expressive 
nature of policing put forward by Bradford and Myhill (2015) amongst others who 
advocate that the police serve an expressive function in society. This research shows how 
and why some people do not want a close relationship with the police. Social media 
analysis further showed how the police communicate in instrumental, normative, and 
expressive ways according to each of the themes studied in this chapter. For example, 
whilst formal styles featured instrumental content, informal styles covered both 
instrumental and non-instrumental content.  
Debates existed amongst officers and staff on how the police can gain legitimacy on social 
media. This chapter offers empirical research to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) 
conceptualisation of a dialogic approach, as perceptions of police legitimacy changed 
across participants in the study. One perspective asserted that the police were the power-
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holders of accurate information, and therefore had legitimacy online. Social media 
analysis showed examples of this with police tweets about road closures and crime safety 
advice. The feature of ‘rumour’, ‘fake news’, and ‘urban myths’ on social media 
reinforced this belief amongst police personnel. Other officers and staff believed police 
legitimacy is enhanced when the police reveal they do not know all the answers. Both the 
Inchloch and Drumauld divisional Twitter accounts were found to tweet about not being 
the experts on all subject matter. Additionally, police officers also argued that informal 
styles on social media have a detrimental impact on police reputation and police 
legitimacy. They argued informal styles reduce police ‘power-holder’ claims to 
legitimacy, as, citizens will no longer view the police as having authority. Therefore, they 
argued that the police need to use a formal style of communication on social media. 
Accordingly, police legitimacy was viewed as being in flux depending on communication 
style adopted. The following chapter considers police perspectives on how citizens 
scrutinise and appraise the police. 
 
142 
 
6 Police perspectives on how their legitimacy is accepted and challenged by citizens 
on social media  
6.1 Introduction  
The last chapter pointed to how citizens at times accept and contest police legitimacy in 
digital and physical spaces, as the research findings centred on how police legitimacy can 
be enhanced. However, during fieldwork police officers and staff also shared their 
reflections of scrutiny by citizens of the police. In connection to Bottoms and Tankebe’s 
(2012) dialogic approach, the research offered an insight into how police officers and 
staff internalised these judgements made by citizens. The first section in this chapter 
examines how police officers and staff in the study responded to cases whereby citizens 
consent to police legitimacy. The second section illustrates how police officers and staff 
reacted to citizens contesting police legitimacy online with ‘negative scrutiny and 
criticism’ of police practice. Both of these themes are presented in Figure 6.1 (next page). 
Presenting the chapter in this way highlights, as Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) put forward, 
how police legitimacy is accepted, debated and challenged across citizens. This notion 
that police legitimacy is in flux was conveyed by Ted as: 
When you scroll through some of the comments, with some of the things that have 
happened. You can almost get a (small laughter) ‘useless bunch of’ (or) ‘they are 
doing a great job’ ye know. That kind of thing. 
(Ted, police officer, Inchloch) 
An important consideration explored in the chapter is how citizens consent or contest 
police legitimacy based on their own expectations of policing. This is described by 
participants in accordance with instrumental (tackling crime) and normative (treatment) 
models of policing. The previous chapter showed how citizens’ narratives switched 
between these models. This idea is developed further in the chapter by focusing on how 
police officers and staff understood public support and criticism. Both the police and 
citizens were found to display power on social media in different ways as is discussed. 
From a normative outlook and in relation to procedural justice theory, this highlights what 
quality of treatment looks like for police officers and staff during encounters with citizens. 
This is important because procedural justice research to date has mainly focused on 
quality of treatment for citizens during encounters with the police. Existing police studies 
have also considered organisational justice and internal procedural justice in terms of 
relationships within the police (Tyler, 2014). Therefore, it is important to appreciate how 
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police officers and staff feel they are treated by citizens on social media. The chapter 
principally focuses on stories shared by police officers and staff, although consideration 
is given to how citizens during focus groups talked about public support and criticism of 
the police. Finally, both of these themes were used to study police Twitter accounts in 
order to give context to police narratives. This included users’ responses to police Twitter 
posts. Sub-themes presented in Figure 6.1 show how citizens appraise policing in 
instrumental and non-instrumental ways. Social media analysis is presented throughout 
the chapter and is connected to the different ways police legitimacy is accepted and 
contested online.   
Themes  
(Concept-driven from 
interviews, participant 
observation, and focus 
groups 
Support amongst citizens   Negative scrutiny and 
criticism amongst citizens 
  
 
 
Sub-themes 
(data-driven from Twitter 
analysis) 
1. Instrumental content  
2. Non-instrumental 
content   
1. Instrumental content  
2. Non-instrumental 
content   
Figure 6. 1: Themes and sub-themes linked to police perspectives on how their 
legitimacy is accepted and challenged by citizens on social media 
 
6.2 Support amongst citizens towards policing, police officers, and police staff  
During fieldwork police officers and staff for the most part talked about how citizens 
scrutinised and, at times, criticised the police. However, police officers and staff disclosed 
cases whereby citizens have accepted police legitimacy as they understood this in 
normative ways. This included positive treatment by citizens towards police officers and 
staff. For Sarah (police staff, Central Communications) and Tod (police officer, 
Inchloch), most comments by users on Twitter, Facebook and Instagram were judged to 
be supportive of the police. Instagram for Carla (police staff, Central Communications) 
was also identified as having “quite a positive, happy-like response”. She associated this 
with the nature of content typically uploaded by the Police Scotland account. Carla 
described this as “generally happy, nice, fun, youthful pictures that kind of thing”. 
Positive feedback by users also reinforced for Carla the idea that they supported how the 
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national Police Scotland social media accounts were being used. This contributed to her 
sense of self-legitimacy on social media, as she contended “it’s like a virtual pat on the 
back…especially if it’s like something that you have come up with”. Similarly, Ted (police 
officer, Inchloch) expressed his satisfaction with positive comments made by users 
online, as “get(ting) off the police’s back”. 
As well as this, police officers and police staff described how users on social media would 
often defend the police when other users challenged police legitimacy. Police participants 
in the study outlined how these users would justify police action. Bottoms and Tankebe 
(2012) have suggested that police officers will internalise cases whereby citizens reject 
police legitimacy. In the current study, citizens played an important role in reasserting 
police legitimacy, as officers and staff stated that comments on police posts were 
somewhat regulated by users and not the police. These ideas were described by Lyn 
(police staff, Inchloch) as “So someone will come in and put a negative comment and then 
someone will comment under that and say, but it’s because of this or because of this”. For 
Eve (police staff, Inchloch) negative scrutiny by users on the Inchloch Facebook and 
Twitter accounts had decreased over time as users had started to support the police online. 
She said “(users) having a go at people who are being negative about us. I think that 
probably helped. Because people realised, it’s not all negativity”.   
Social media analysis gives context to the perception that users would at times support 
the police. Twitter users displayed support towards the police in three ways across all 
police Twitter accounts studied. Firstly, users showed support towards an instrumental 
model of policing. This model considers the core function of the police is to tackle crime 
and manage people’s fear of crime (Sargeant and Kochel, 2016). Social media analysis 
showed users championed crime prevention advice, as well as police activity to do with 
fighting and detecting crime. For example, a user on the Police Scotland national Twitter 
account supported what they felt was an ‘excellent police presence’ at an airport, as this 
helped ease their feelings of insecurity. Likewise, another user responded to a tweet by 
the Drumauld local area Police Twitter account saying ‘nice work team’ after an offender 
was charged for committing a crime. Secondly, users shared positive views towards an 
instrumental model of policing. This featured content not linked to reducing crime or 
preventing victimisation. This was found with users writing ‘Merry Christmas’ to the 
local and divisional Police Twitter accounts for Inchloch. Thirdly, users also expressed 
attitudes that tied in with both instrumental and non-instrumental models of policing. For 
example, a user on the Inchloch police divisional Twitter account stated their discontent 
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with inadequate ‘body armour and weaponry’ (instrumental and to do with tackling 
crime) for police officers before writing ‘merry Xmas!’ (Non-instrumental). Appendix 9 
shows a further set of examples extracted from Twitter analysis relating to each of these 
sub-themes.  
6.2.1 Support amongst citizens towards officers having ‘rests’ in public spaces  
The interplay between police legitimacy in digital and physical spaces was discussed by 
participants in the study in connection to ‘#brewsforblues’. This hashtag emerged on 
Twitter during fieldwork, although was not captured as part of social media analysis. This 
referred to debates at the time about police officers on duty having ‘rests’ and ‘breaks’ in 
public spaces (including commercial cafes). This hashtag denoted support (‘for’) in 
connection to officers (‘blues’) drinking hot drinks (’brews’) in public places. This point 
was conveyed by Paul as:  
So, ‘brews for blues’… emm, my perception is that this is a kind 
of…supportive…that is do you know what, cops, or maybe the police, we are going 
to get things right we are going to get things wrong. But we are not scared to sit 
and have a cuppa, at a local café, and actually speak to people. 
(Paul, police officer, Drumauld) 
Police participants in the study contended that officers having breaks in public spaces 
would enhance police legitimacy. Carl (police officer, Drumauld) believed that citizens 
viewed this as an opportunity to engage with officers, as “members of the public will come 
and sit and go it’s really nice to see you. Great. How has your day been?”  This idea was 
explored in Chapter five, in relation to an appetite amongst citizens for interacting with 
officers. Paul (police officer, Drumauld) also talked about his experiences of policing a 
festival in a Scottish city. During the festival he had a meal on-duty in an outside cafe. 
He later described how citizens were supportive of this as:  
Right, there was people coming up. Chatting to us, about you know if you- are 
enjoying what you are doing? Or, are you here for the festival? Ye know, we have 
been up this area, that was really busy. And if you are looking for parking, you’d 
be better looking down there. And they are people that wouldn’t have ‘spoke’ to 
the police that day. 
(Paul, police officer, Drumauld) 
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From a normative framework, police officers, police staff, and citizens described their 
support for police officers purchasing food and drinks on-duty. Whilst normative models 
of policing have to date mainly considered how the police treat citizens (see for example 
Hinds, and Murphy, 2007) this instead offers an appreciation of how citizens treat police 
officers. From a dialogic approach, this shows how normative considerations are also 
two-way, as both citizens and police personnel internalise how they are treated. In this 
sense, citizens supporting police officers purchasing food and drink on duty was viewed 
as just treatment for officers. For Ellie (police staff, Central Communications) this is “well 
deserved, (as) they work blooming hard”. This view was also shared by citizens across 
Inchloch and Drumauld during focus groups. Again, this was described as normatively 
just and fair for police officers. Dora (resident, Drumauld) contended “poor guys have 
got to have a bit of time off”. Likewise, Dave (resident, Drumauld) argued “they have to 
eat don’t they”. In addition, Dawn (resident, Drumauld) felt that local residents in her 
area would support officers having their breaks in cafes, and would say “let these guys 
get their food, they can’t work without food”. Ray (resident, Inchloch) also felt that 
officers were entitled to have their breaks in public spaces as “they are not robots”. Doug 
(resident, Drumauld) said it was “unfair” if officers were criticised for going into shops 
to purchase food and drink. Residents during another focus group in Inchloch also voiced 
their support towards police officers having their breaks in public spaces as:  
Tom- I don’t have a problem with that. 
Meg- I think they look normal 
Tom- they are entitled like everyone else. 
Facilitator- what do you mean by that? 
Tom- well get a cup of tea or whatever the same as everybody else. And just mix 
with the community. Socialise a bit, and speak to folk, they have got a smile on 
their face 
Sam- I think it’s nae driving people away- he seems to be quite happy. And people 
will come in and I am sure they are quite chatty 
Tim- they are human beings like everybody else 
Tom- they look as though they are smiling, so that’s a big thing. If you put one’s 
in 
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Mia- they look open, friendly, (and) approachable. 
(Citizens, Inchloch) 
These perspectives demonstrate support amongst participants in the study towards police 
officers based on a normative model. This included an appreciation of how police officers 
and staff felt they were treated during encounters with citizens. These ideas are explored 
further in the next section in relation to public criticism of policing, police officers, and 
police staff. This points to the dynamic nature of police legitimacy and relative nature of 
power between the police and citizens on social media.  
6.3 Negative Scrutiny and criticism amongst citizens towards policing, police 
officers, and police staff 
Negative scrutiny was recognised as a feature of everyday policing by officers and staff 
in this study, as they felt that users regularly challenged police legitimacy on social media. 
Power and control on social media was understood within the police as being two-way 
by officers and staff. This connects to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012, p.152) ‘dialogic’ 
approach to legitimacy, although it is important to note that the authors do not refer to the 
online environment. Their approach suggests that police legitimacy is “constantly in flux” 
as citizens over space and time will accept and reject police authority. However, the 
current study also challenges the notion of the police being ‘power-holders’ over citizens 
in an online environment. This is important given Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) view the 
police as ‘power-holders’ and citizens as its audience. Stories shared by officers and staff 
suggested that both the police and their audience display power in different ways on social 
media. On one hand, officers and staff felt that an advantage of social media for the police 
was the ability to control the tone and content of each message. Eve (police staff, 
Inchloch) described this as “direct contact” between the police and users. Similarly, Ava 
(police staff, Inchloch) felt “you can completely control what you are doing”. Unlike 
communicating via the traditional media, Dan and Max (police officers, Inchloch), 
described how they were their own “editors” on social media. Akin to Bottoms and 
Tankebe (2012) this shows how the police can be considered ‘power-holders’ in regards 
to broadcasting content on social media.  
These ideas begin to show how power was understood within the police organisation. 
Whereas this section suggests that the police have power to ‘push’ content onto citizens 
on social media, the next section highlights how citizens have the power to scrutinise and 
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challenge policing online. In this sense, power was seen as two-way, as police officers 
describe a loss of power and control on social media.  
6.3.1 Loss of power and control on social media for the police 
Police officers and staff reported frustrations with being unable to control users’ 
responses on social media. This connected to police occupational culture literature that 
reveals police officers during encounters with citizens attempt to gain control (Loftus, 
2010). Police officers and staff in the current study believed that power shifted away from 
the police to citizens once the police communicate on social media. At this point, they 
described how users can comment, scrutinise and criticise the police. This idea was 
conveyed by Ted (police officer, Inchloch) in terms of losing control as police social 
media posts “can be hi-jacked by people with the wrong agenda…And you start off with 
one social media post, and it becomes something entirely different”. Likewise, Tod 
(police officer, Inchloch) argued “if somebody says the wrong thing, you have no control, 
then suddenly it becomes a complaint which then gets us in bother”. For Doug (police 
officer, Drumauld), positive messages intended by the police were at times misinterpreted 
and viewed negatively by users. Doug argued that these messages were “construed in a 
way that is just turned into a stick to beat us with and once we press send, we’ve lost all 
control of that”. Similarly, Rod said:  
When you put a piece of information onto social media you’ve kind of lost control 
over it. And a conversation that then incurs as a result of that may involve 
comments and, and contributions that don’t reflect your values. 
(Rod, police officer, Inchloch) 
In turn, police officers and staff reported challenges with controlling comments that were 
critical of the police and comments that were not linked to the initial police post. These 
considerations are developed next in relation to police perspectives on who challenges 
police legitimacy online. This furthers an understanding of encounters with citizens from 
a police outlook. 
6.3.2 Negative Scrutiny and criticism amongst citizens who do not support the police 
Criticism and animosity towards the police was identified by police officers and staff as 
coming from a section of society who do not support the police. These persons were seen 
as hostile towards policing and thus treated with distrust. This connects to the ‘cynicism’ 
and ‘isolation’ features linked to police identity as has been shown in police occupational 
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culture studies (Reiner, 2010; Loftus, 2010). In the current study, social media users were 
perceived by officers and staff to unfairly challenge police authority. These persons were 
described as ‘anti-police anyway’ and ‘anti-any kind of authority’. For Ellie (police staff, 
Central Communications) they “will always try to get the boot into the police all the 
time”. Likewise, Jan (police officer, Inchloch) argued “people will very much want to 
stab you in the back if they can”. For Doug (police officer, Drumauld), “there’s people 
just waiting there for us to cock it up”. This viewpoint was also outlined by Sim (police 
officer, Inchloch) as he argued that negative scrutiny and criticism of the police was 
inevitable with “one silly comment, and the public will jump on it”.  
Police officers and staff also contended that scrutiny on social media mirrored how they 
were treated in physical spaces by citizens. Jim’s (police officer, Inchloch) experience of 
attending police surgeries (spaces where citizens can meet and discuss with their local 
police officers) was “people would just come in and moan at you about x, y and z”. For 
Ellie, this was seen as “there’s the haters all the time. But that’s life, isn’t it”. For Sim 
this could be seen with citizens recording police officers using mobile phones, as he 
argued “the public is just one of many that take the police under scrutiny. For me, it’s just 
part of the job. I would be surprised if I was at something and somebody wasn’t filming”. 
Roy (police officer, Inchloch) also felt that with fewer resources now, it was difficult for 
the police to tackle all crime reports, as this leads to complaints about the police.  
6.3.3 Negative scrutiny and unjust treatment towards police officers and police staff 
The previous section begins to show how police officers and staff felt disappointed and 
frustrated in relation to perceived scrutiny, criticism, and unjust treatment by citizens. 
This revealed how encounters with citizens is understood in a normative sense within the 
police. Tod (police officer, Inchloch) commented that “I think sometimes cops probably 
read things and get really frustrated by the lack of some of the- or by the comments people 
have made”. Equally, Nick (police officer, Drumauld) associated negative comments as 
leaving “a kind of sour taste in your month”. This was viewed as especially disheartening 
on account of having positive intentions with using social media. Roy (police officer, 
Inchloch) found working with new police recruits as “a nice change at the moment. 
Because I have had fifteen years of being spat at, ye know? So, it is nice dealing with 
people who actually want my help again”. Finally, Ava (police staff, Inchloch) described 
her frustrations with people being critical of the police, as she felt empathy and sadness 
in particular for officers.  
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I know I have not been here very long. But I am just very protective of what people 
do here. That sounds so sad, but I just know how much work goes into it. And, the 
constraints that they have got just now and the pressures. And everyone- cause I 
think- the things is if you are a police officer, you are like a police officer inside-
out. It is like your life? And, it’s, it’s your whole world it’s the impression I get. 
And I just feel so sorry for officers, when they have maybe done a good job, and 
you get some ridiculous childish comment, that puts their work- doesn’t- that 
bothers me. And maybe it shouldn’t, but that’s just- I see what goes on in this 
place. 
(Ava, police staff, Inchloch) 
The social media analysis carried out provide context to these perceptions relating to 
criticism of police officers by users. For example, on the Police Scotland Twitter account, 
one user responded negatively to an image of new police recruits saying they had ‘been 
brainwashed’ to be ‘1 subservient drone’.  Another user claimed that a senior police 
officer in Police Scotland was linked to ‘Glasgows gangster problems’ on account of 
sharing the same surname as a notorious gang leader. Both of these examples denote 
public scrutiny of a non-instrumental model of policing i.e. not do with the police tackling 
crime (discussed later in this section).   
Police officers and police staff felt that their legitimacy was challenged despite their 
positive intentions. In this sense, users were perceived to have the power to discredit 
police action. Police participants described how these citizens did not truly understand 
policing. For Kim (police officer, Inchloch), this could be seen in relation to charging 
individuals over crimes that would be perceived by some citizens as “trivial”. Gus (police 
officer, Inchloch) also discussed how on one occasion he had warned local people about 
the dangers of walking on a frozen pond, as a young person had recently falling through 
the ice. Gus said that “(I) Thought I was doing the right thing. The next thing there was 
all this backlash around about kill joy police officer and all this sort of stuff. And I’m 
going, hang on a minute”. As a result, Gus reported feeling “quite put out about (some of 
the reaction)”.  
The social media analysis carried out again provide context to these perspectives shared 
by police officers and staff, as Twitter users criticised the police in three ways. Firstly, in 
an instrumental sense, users criticised police practice to do with tackling crime. For 
example, the Police Scotland national Twitter account received considerable criticism 
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over posts relating to the 2016 Scottish football Cup final. At the time, Police Scotland 
put out a number of public appeals asking Twitter users to identify people involved in the 
pitch invasion following the match. In response, two separate comments made by Twitter 
users called for the police to instead ‘catch proper criminals’. Whilst another user 
contended ‘you (police) should be embarrassed’ and argued that those involved should 
have been arrested at the time of the offence. Secondly, users at times made derogatory 
comments about police officers. These tweets did not refer to the police tackling crime 
nor were they linked to preventing victimisation. For example, one user responded to an 
image uploaded by the Drumauld local area Twitter police account showing officers on 
pushbikes and wrote they ‘#needthefitness’. Another user on the Inchloch divisional 
account was sexist and described an image of a female police officer as ‘#pctottie’ 
(Scottish slang relating to the physical appearance of someone). Thirdly, users also 
conveyed attitudes towards both instrumental and non-instrumental models of policing. 
This included a user on the Police Scotland Twitter account arguing ‘Less of this awards 
stuff (non-instrumental) & more officers on the beat (instrumental)’. In turn, this revealed 
the different ways users on social media scrutinised policing. Appendix 9 shows further 
examples taken from social media analysis linked to how citizens negatively scrutinised 
the police. Only the Inchloch local account did not feature negative scrutiny and criticism 
by users at the time of social media analysis. However, this account also featured 
considerably less tweets by the police as shown previously in Table 4.5 in Chapter four 
(page 95). These examples from social media analysis connect to how police staff and 
officers during fieldwork felt that users’ challenged police legitimacy online, as is 
discussed next. 
6.3.4 How users challenge police legitimacy on social media 
Police officers and staff referred to the different ways that users challenge the legitimacy 
of the police on social media. This was discussed in connection to quality of treatment 
for police officers and staff (normative) as well as more instrumental considerations about 
tackling crime. This included users who pinpoint grammar mistakes made by the police 
online as they were referred to in the study as the ‘grammar police’. For Tom (police 
officer, Inchloch), these users “like(d) having one up on the police” and took satisfaction 
from rectifying police grammar. This idea was captured as part of social media analysis. 
For example, the Police Scotland Twitter account was challenged in relation to the 
wording of some tweets. One user questioned ‘where did he (offender) get the taser from’ 
after the initial police tweet read like the offender not the police fired a taser.   
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Officers also believed that people were more likely to be derogatory towards police social 
media accounts compared to officers on the street. These users were described as 
‘keyboard-warriors’. This suggested that some citizens were abusive towards the police 
online because their own identity is hidden. As well as this, officers and staff believed 
that users were critical of the police being active on social media as they would argue that 
the police should instead tackle crime and deal with safety in physical spaces. In this 
sense, communicating on social media was not perceived as a core function of policing. 
This idea has been put forward by Reiner (2010, p.119) as public expectations of the 
police associate officers with “professional crime fighters”. This also suggests a 
contradiction between how citizens and the Criminal Justice System in Scotland view the 
core functions of the police. Community engagement is a Policing Principle set out in the 
Police and Fire Reform (Scotland) Act 2012). Whereas, officers in this study described 
how some citizens expected a law enforcement model of policing centred on ‘fighting 
crime’ in physical spaces. However, it is important to note that citizens in this study also 
supported community policing, as was shown in the last chapter, as they viewed their 
non-crime related encounters with police officers as positive.  
Police staff engaged in Corporate Communication at a national level believed that 
scrutiny and criticism was levelled predominantly at Police Scotland on social media and 
not to the more local accounts. Therefore, perceptions of police legitimacy were viewed 
as being in flux and connected to attitudes towards policing on the local and national 
level. At this point, it is important to note, that scrutiny and criticism was found across 
Police Twitter accounts on the local, divisional and national level. For Robin (police staff, 
Central Communications), “it’s harder for the corporate accounts (Police Scotland). The 
corporate accounts are more scrutinised than the local ones”. This idea was supported 
by Carla (police staff, Central Communications), who felt “because we are one force and 
people think Police Scotland, they might automatically think the corporate account” as 
they then direct their criticism to the national account. The following field notes provide 
context to these perceptions. Ellie (police staff, Central Communications) and the 
researcher are discussing criticism by users of police social media accounts. This was in 
relation to police investigations following a pitch invasion at the football Scottish Cup 
Final in 2016. This match was played at Hampden, Glasgow. Here, Ellie explains how 
the national social media accounts wrongly get criticised when it should be divisional and 
local accounts. This in turn, justified her right to use social media.  
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We talk about who gets negative responses. Ellie thinks Police Scotland quite 
often are the ones who get this and not the local accounts. She ponders that it 
would be quite interesting to look at the account relevant to Hampden and see 
what they are getting. She thinks people direct complaints to the Police Scotland 
account because this is the first account that comes up online. She says that, it is 
also easier to remember, as some of the divisional and local accounts have 
complex names. This in turn makes Police Scotland more accessible online 
compared to regional accounts. 
(Field notes, 28th November 2016) 
Police officers and staff in the same division as Inchloch also discussed the idea of public 
scrutiny of Police Scotland as opposed to policing in local areas. In these cases, police 
officers felt citizens contested the legitimacy of Police Scotland, whilst they consented to 
the legitimacy of their local police. This contributed to Police officers’ sense of their right 
to rule as they felt that they were supported locally. This also shows that police officers 
reassert their self-legitimacy in cases whereby citizens challenge the authority of the 
police. This connects to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) assertion that “the power-holder 
must put forward a revised claim to legitimacy” when their legitimacy is contested. In 
this study, Ann (police officer, Inchloch) argued that her division would be viewed by the 
public as “the messengers as opposed to the actual designers (this being Police 
Scotland)”, meaning that public disapproval relating to service delivery would be directed 
to Police Scotland and not the local division. Likewise, Jim (police officer, Inchloch) 
argued that public fears associated with police reform in Scotland in 2012 were to do with 
localism within a national police service because: 
They suddenly had this fear that all you previous (old Police Service for this area) 
officers, would become bland, faceless police Scotland officers. Who are run from 
some wonderful ivory tower down in the central belt somewhere? And have no 
local affiliations. 
(Jim, police officer, Inchloch) 
However, Zoe (police officer, Inchloch) contended that on account of being a national 
police service, damaging headline stories relating to policing in other parts of Scotland 
would have a negative impact on her division. This idea was also put forward by Sim 
(police officer, Inchloch) as “we get tarred with things up here, that happen down south”. 
However, commentators on Police Reform in Scotland have noted how public confidence 
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in local policing has for the most part remained un-changed since reform (Fyfe and Henry, 
2015). Police officers and staff in the current study described how scrutiny of the police 
has heightened since reform. Indeed, for Gus (police officer, Inchloch), “we are very, very 
heavily criticised. And have become more so in recent years”. During this time, Fay 
(police staff, Inchloch) also argued that policing has “become a lot more politicised”. 
Equally, Carla (police staff, Central Communications) believed “there is a lot of negative 
press about Police Scotland”. In Scotland, Murray and Harkin (2017) have described 
policing as a ‘hot climate’ with the police more heavily scrutinised in the media and 
politics. Consequently, police participants were cynical towards how policing was 
conversed and at times scrutinised in the public sphere. In connection to police 
occupational culture this shows how police officers and staff felt a sense of isolation as 
they believed that their work and contribution towards social media was lambasted by 
those outside of the police organisation.  
Scrutiny and criticism of the police was considered in relation to differences between 
police and citizen perceptions and expectations of policing and crime. For example, police 
officers and citizens reported their frustrations with parents who instruct their children 
“police officers will take them away when bad”. This was associated with creating a fear 
amongst young people of the police. Indeed, for Paul (police officer, Drumauld) “we hate 
that because who you associate it with something bad that happens. When that kid has 
kind of become lost and maybe think(s) they are going to get in trouble”. At the same 
time, social media was seen as a tool for enhancing young people’s perceptions of the 
police, as was explored in the previous chapter. In these examples, scrutiny by citizens 
was discussed by officers and staff in connection to both physical and digital spaces. This 
is developed next in connection to how police staff and officers’ felt that they were often 
criticised when providing citizens with crime prevention advice.   
6.3.5 Challenges to police legitimacy in relation to crime prevention 
Police participants felt that citizens did not completely understand policing, and the role 
of the police in preventing crime. This idea was captured in a previous study by Loftus 
(2010, p.9) who found that “officers resented the public for being unappreciative of the 
work they did ‘out there’”. Similarly, this was described in the current study by police 
participants in connection to encouraging users on social media to lock house doors, shed 
doors and vehicle doors. At the time of fieldwork, thefts linked to this was identified by 
the police in Inchloch as a serious issue across the division. They used the terms ‘house 
walk-ins’ and ‘sneak in thefts’ instead of ‘break-ins’ to suggest that criminals did not 
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damage property before entering on account of doors being unlocked. Officers and staff 
felt that their attempts to warn people of the potential dangers of not securely locking 
property were criticised by residents. Specifically, Police officers and staff described how 
this confronted people’s general feeling of safety in their local area. Criticism also saw 
the police as shifting responsibility to citizens, rather than dealing with offenders. These 
ideas were shared by Fay (police staff, Inchloch) in the following text as she feels 
residents would prefer the police to tackle property break-ins by being more enforcement-
driven.   
Some people will say that’s perfectly fair and we see people debating on, on 
Facebook. Ye know they say it’s fair and absolutely right that we’re doing our 
duty to warn people, but then you get the other side of people who think we should 
be able to leave our door open and we shouldn’t be telling them to, to lock their 
door. We should be doing more about locking people up. And that side of things. 
(Fay, police staff, Inchloch) 
Social media analysis of Police Twitter accounts provide context to police perceptions 
relating to scrutiny by citizens of crime prevention and public safety. This corresponds to 
an instrumental model of policing. In addition to tackling crime, this model places 
importance on the police dealing with general safety and risk (Sargeant, and Kochel, 
2016). This was found on the Inchloch division Twitter account, as the police were 
criticised by one user for posting a weather warning message. This user stated that adverse 
weather, at the time, affected other parts of the United Kingdom and not the local area. 
Likewise, a crime prevention message by the Drumauld police Twitter account was also 
challenged by a Twitter user. Drumauld Police initially sent a tweet that discouraged 
people from using a mobile phone when driving a vehicle. In response, a user said this 
was contentious as most people have ‘satnav’ on their mobile phones, and believed that 
drivers will therefore likely use their mobile phones when driving. In both of these cases, 
the police were criticised by citizens on Twitter in connection to crime prevention 
messaging. Further examples on how users criticised crime prevention messaging by the 
police on Twitter can be seen in Appendix 9.  
In addition to providing crime prevention and public safety advice, police officers and 
staff also felt that they were criticised by some citizens for having rests and breaks in 
public spaces. This is discussed next in connection to how participants in the study 
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understood the role of the police, as normative and instrumental models of policing are 
again discussed from a police outlook.  
6.3.6 Negative scrutiny and criticism amongst citizens towards police officers having 
‘rests’ in public spaces  
Police participants conveyed their frustrations when citizens were critical of officers 
having rests and breaks away from police stations in public spaces. This pointed to the 
interplay between police legitimacy in digital and physical spaces. For example, Roy 
(police officer, Inchloch) felt exacerbated with people who “will assume he (police 
officer) is being lazy” when in a supermarket buying food for their shift. Similarly, Doug 
(police officer, Drumauld), believed “some people would be outraged” at the sight of 
officers purchasing hot drinks from coffee shops. This exasperated Tod and Nick (police 
officers, Inchloch and Drumauld respectively) as people in other professions are entitled 
to a break, and expect this. They therefore felt police officers should get the same 
treatment. This also disappointed Roy (police officer) as the reality for him was that you 
“grab a sandwich, and you’ll eat it in five minutes, and then you’ll get cracking again”.   
Police officers felt that some citizens expected the police to engage in instrumental-type 
tasks linked to law enforcement when on duty. This again points to Reiner’s (2010) 
assertion that citizens expect officers to resemble ‘crime fighters’. For Ellie (police staff, 
Central Communications) citizens would protest “How dare you have a break. How dare 
you have a coffee, you have got people to go and catch (law-breakers)”. Roy and Nick 
(police officers, Inchloch and Drumauld respectively), also contended that citizens 
believed “we pay your (police) pages” and therefore expected officers to engage in law 
enforcement tasks during their shift. This idea was also argued by Doug as: 
There’s a feeling I have that the public have a perception of if you’re on duty in 
uniform, then you should be out there, guarding, watching and patrolling as the 
legislation would say rather than sitting having a cup of coffee in a café. 
(Doug, police officer, Drumauld) 
These perceptions were seen as culturally and historically connected to policing in the 
UK. Unlike policing in the US, police officers in the UK would be criticised for having 
meals in restaurants and cafes on duty according to officers in the study. Consequently, 
police officers felt that they were expected to be somewhat invisible from the public eye 
when having a break. This was described by Tod (police officer, Inchloch) as “So we just 
have to hide it? You are almost having to put things underground for no real reason”. 
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Likewise, police officer Gus also talked about organisational justice in terms of how 
officers were not supported within the police as: 
When I started in (place name anonymised) if I was seen in the baker shop by 
police uniform, I was dragged up to see the Chief Inspector about it. If the chief 
inspector came to the room, I had to stand up. Ye know that was the sort of 
environment we were in. 
(Gus, police officer, Inchloch) 
The following field notes provide context to this expectation of police officers being 
invisible when eating food and was captured during fieldwork with the police in 
Drumauld. The researcher is accompanying police officers as they police a music event 
in a local stadium. This example shows how officers managed and circumvented potential 
scrutiny by citizens as they attempted to be hidden when having a break.  
Before attending the event, a Sergeant reports to his officers that there will be 
vouchers available for the officers to get food at the stadium. This has been 
provided by the event organisers and means the cops can get a meal for free. The 
Sergeant says that initially, the Chief Inspector wasn’t happy about police officers 
being seen getting food. However, he describes how the Chief Inspector eventually 
‘seen sense’. I can see the cops are happy about this, as they start to talk about 
what they will get (there are numerous food vans around). The Sergeant then says 
make sure you find a quiet place to eat it…. (later on) As I’m patrolling with 2 
cops there is a discussion about when and where to eat. They describe how they 
need to watch that they are not seen as lazy, as they say it’ll quickly be on social 
media. One of the cops talks about being in a Chip-Shop once, and being told by 
someone ‘you boys shouldn’t be in here, you should be out catching murderers’ 
to which he responded, there aren’t any murders at the moment. They are gutted 
they need to go to a quiet place, as they’d like to be able to eat outside (it’s also 
a warm and sunny day). We eventually eat the food inside the stadium, in a quiet 
room underneath one of the stands. 
(Field notes, 4th August 2017)  
Here, the police again aligned public expectations of policing with an instrumental model 
of policing (fighting crime). Police officers partaking in other activities, were therefore 
seen as not doing core policing duties. This outlook was also managed and maintained by 
 
158 
 
the police as officers attempted to be ‘invisible’ from citizens when having a break. 
However, this also had an impact on police officers’ normative experiences, as they felt 
they were denied fair treatment i.e. allowed to have a break in public spaces. This is also 
important given engagement and positive interactions between the police and citizens are 
key premises of community policing (Weisburd, and Eck, 2004; Cordner, 2014). In this 
example police officers were prohibited from potentially interacting with citizens when 
having ‘rests’ in order to uphold a ‘professional’ image of the police. This also 
contradicted support by citizens in the study towards officers having breaks in public 
spaces.  
6.3.7 Privacy ‘for’ police officers on social media    
These expectations of police visibility connected more broadly to debates on police 
officers’ privacy. Specifically, police officers discussed having privacy in connection to 
interacting with citizens in physical and digital spaces. For some participants’ in the study, 
police officers were entitled to privacy on-duty and/or off-duty as this was regarded as 
just and moral for police officers. Some of these perspectives pointed to officers’ distrust 
towards engaging with citizens, and their resulting isolation from wider society as has 
been put forward in police occupational culture literature (Loftus, 2010; Reiner, 2010). 
However, most participants in the study discussed how officers’ rights to privacy in 
physical and digital spaces should be safeguarded. For Jan (police officer, Inchloch), “if 
it is good for the goose it is good for the gander” as he suggested police officers should 
be allowed privacy in the same way citizens are. Jan went onto say “a lot of people in our 
job, just expect us to be happy with getting our photographs taken and getting it splashed 
on Twitter. Well I am nae”. Likewise, Kim (police officer, Inchloch) argued “I don’t 
really want to be singled out” in police reports on the traditional media and on social 
media. Similarly, Jim (police officer, Inchloch) described his suspicion of being visible 
on social media as “it’s just I am a bit wary and a bit shy of it”. Gary (police officer, 
Drumauld) also contended “I don’t need everybody to know I am in the police and have 
that face. I have got a family, I have got friends. And ‘ye’ know, a lot of people we deal 
with- I live in the same town”. It is important to acknowledge that these police officers 
did not disregard police engagement with citizens nor did they dispute citizen-focused 
policing or democratic policing. Instead, they disputed having their photograph taken or 
identity shared on privacy grounds.  
However, these ideas relating to ‘privacy for officers’ were criticised by other officers 
who argued that police officers need to be visible across mass and social media in order 
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to engage effectively with citizens. In this sense, visibility was seen as a core function of 
community policing. Community policing literature supports familiarity between police 
officers and citizens as police officers are expected to be active members of their 
communities in order to facilitate positive interactions and enhance community-led 
problem solving (Cordner, 2004). However, the current study shows that this also raises 
privacy concerns. Nevertheless, Joe (police officer, Inchloch), believed police officers 
should be “visible, overt, (and) engaging’ and have ‘your face out there”. This point was 
shared by Paul (police officer, Drumauld) who argued police officers should always allow 
“selfies” with citizens. In connection to a normative model of policing this would enhance 
the quality of treatment for citizens as it is “good for humanising. And having a bit of 
banter with people”. As well as this, he felt privacy considerations for community officers 
were exaggerated, as: 
You are going to get your photographs seen. Everybody knows who you are. It’s 
not a secret. You are not like doing surveillance or working for MI5. (small 
laughter). You are a community cop in a patch. 
(Paul, police officer, Drumauld) 
Linked to these disagreements, police officers in this study also distanced themselves 
from being regular users of social media in their personal lives. Instead, police officers 
reported browsing content on social media via their partner’s accounts. Those with 
personal accounts, narrated how they seldom publish or share content online. Jim (police 
officer, Inchloch) described himself on social media as “I am very much a lurker. I will 
have a look through and see what funny pictures of cats have come up or whatever. That 
is about the extent ye know”. In addition, Jack (police officer, Drumauld) refused to share 
content on his personal social media accounts due to feeling constantly under scrutiny. 
This reflected the idea of being seen as a police officer on duty and off duty. As a result, 
Jack felt a sense of isolation from wider society which brought about feelings of anxiety. 
This can be seen in the following text (next page), as jack argues:  
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I am the police. It is my, ye know, because of the uniqueness of the office of 
constable it is my entire life. Literally every day I am the police. You go home- I 
go home as well, but I still hold the office of constable. I am still the police, 
constantly. And, ye know, I have to represent myself at all times. So, if I don’t use 
Facebook personally, I have it just to communicate with people. But I don’t put 
anything on it. Because I am paranoid. But, if I do, if I put anything that’s 
offensive, abusive, I am the police. I will get a hold of the calls. Because, I am 
constantly the police. 
(Jack, police officer, Drumauld) 
6.3.8 Police perspectives on how to ‘manage’ negative scrutiny and criticism 
amongst citizens  
Police participants in this study also shared views on how best to manage treatment by 
social media users that denoted scrutiny and, at times, criticism of the police. This 
connects to Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) dialogic approach to legitimacy and showed 
how police officers internalised public criticism before asserting again their claim to 
legitimacy on social media. Specifically, each of the following tactics put forward in the 
rest of this section, convey police attempts to regain control and prevent further 
challenges to their legitimacy on social media. In these cases, officers’ sense of self-
legitimacy to govern and rule does not lessen when challenged by citizens, as they instead 
look to reassert their legitimacy. 
Firstly, police officers and staff conveyed the need to be resilient and respond to scrutiny 
by users on social media. This highlighted the importance of being on duty when content 
is uploaded to social media. Eve (police staff, Inchloch) argued that the police could then 
“monitor the comments. Emm, and we wouldn’t want to just come in on a Monday 
morning and maybe there’s been some things brewed up over the weekend”. During 
fieldwork in Drumauld the police used social media to respond to public criticism. At the 
time, a police officer uploaded a post to the police divisional Facebook account. This 
referred to foot patrols in the town centre after complaints about anti-social behaviour. 
The Facebook post also showed an image of two officers walking (backs to the camera) 
through Drumauld town centre. Later, the officer who created and uploaded the content 
described how this post had received ‘flack’ from Facebook users who said that the police 
were rarely present in the town centre. As a result, other police officers in the division 
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described how it was important that the police answer this criticism. Anna (police officer, 
Drumauld) said “…actually that it’s out there now and you have to deal with it. We put 
ourselves up to be shot and we were shot so we have to then recover from that”.  
Afterwards, the police responded to individual comments on the post as each reply offered 
users the opportunity to phone 101 or contact the Drumauld North community policing 
team via email. However, Ryan (police officer, Drumauld) described how there was no 
“personalisation there (with these replies). It’s just, cut and paste, cut and paste”. After 
this, another post was uploaded to the divisional Facebook account by Ryan. Similar to 
the discussion in Chapter five, this post highlighted social bonds between the police and 
people in their area and included images of officers interacting with shopkeepers. For 
Ryan, it was important not to mention anti-social behaviour and instead focus on “people, 
who live in Falkirk, work in Falkirk (and) visit Falkirk”. This was described as a more 
“personal approach” as community engagement for him would work towards recovering 
police legitimacy. Ryan also revealed that the “Chief super texted me on the Saturday 
morning to say, really good post. It’s really working well, with a positive, emm, positive 
spin that went on it”.  
Secondly, officers and staff felt that the police should avoid communicating controversial 
subject matter on social media, as this will likely to lead to arguments. This in turn they 
argued safeguards police legitimacy by keeping citizens onside. In connection to the last 
chapter, this required being respectful through impartial messaging. This idea was put 
forward by Eve (police staff, Inchloch) as “well in terms of what goes onto social media 
we would always consider something that maybe wouldn’t be contentious and that we 
would think maybe attract a lot of negative comment”.  
Thirdly, another perspective held by officers and staff was to pay no attention to 
comments that specifically denoted animosity towards the police. In this sense, Rod 
(police officer, Inchloch) likened social media to a “playground”. Social media for him 
has a distinct culture and includes a recognisably “different set of rules”. This was 
explored in the previous chapter in relation to the feature of informal and conversational 
communication styles found on social media. Indeed, for Rod, “the public out there, 
haven’t been through all the courses we have. They haven’t been sort of, driven through 
the same machinery that we have”. Therefore, he argued that the police need to accept 
“the hits that come with that” as police messages would at times be at odds with how 
citizens use social media. These ideas are summarised in the following text by Rod as:  
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We enter a playground where there’s some bad people. And we’ve got, if we’re 
going to enter that playground, I would say the same to the public, if you want to 
enter that playground then that’s fine, but you’ve got to remember that not 
everyone plays by the rules. 
(Rod, police officer, Inchloch) 
Similarly, for Robin (police staff, Central Communications), “you just laugh it off… you 
just take it on the chin actually”. Instead, police staff and police officers suggested that 
the important thing was that users read police material. This was put forward by Lyn 
(police staff, Inchloch) as “We’re not looking for criticism but if we get a criticism, then 
at least we’ve let them know this (crime prevention) is happening”. This coincided with 
a perception amongst most officers and staff to not engage with users who were critical. 
This idea was explored previously in relation to police participants believing arguments 
with users should be avoided on social media. Moreover, for Max (police officer, 
Inchloch), people will be critical of the police on social media regardless of the presence 
of police accounts. Similarly, Jan’s sense of authority and self-legitimacy did not change 
despite negative comments by citizens on social media as he said:   
Should we be worried about how many like what we are putting on? Well we 
shouldn’t be worried if they like it or not, because a hater is going to hate, is that 
what they say? So, anybody who doesn’t like the police anyway. You are always 
going to get it, but as long as they are reading what you are putting on (small 
laughter). So, they have read it, aye. (**pretending to type) I hate bloody this or 
that. You lot are scum and all the rest of it. I am going to come around your house 
and torch it (pretending to type**). Yeah, yeah on you go. But, ehhh, they have 
actually read what you have put on. 
(Jan, police officer, Inchloch) 
Fourthly, police participants described how the best way to manage negative public 
scrutiny is to remove inflammatory comments made by users. One officer described how 
during his early stages of using social media, comments demonstrating criticism of the 
police were removed. Additionally, Lyn (police staff, Inchloch) contended “So there 
always will be people that are critical. Sometimes I do think could we have a function on 
Facebook where we take comments off”.  
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Finally, other police officers felt that there should not be a police presence on social 
media. This perspective asserted that police accounts on social media inadvertently 
provide an outlet for people to vent their criticism at the police. It is important to note that 
this perspective disregards how social media can be used to deliver core policing 
functions, as is discussed throughout the thesis. Nevertheless, before an interview with 
Dan (police officer, Inchloch) he revealed that his colleagues had earlier that day 
discussed police use of social media. Fieldnotes provide context to police perspectives 
that condemned social media as being a risk to police legitimacy because citizens can 
publicly criticise the police.  
Dan described how some officers he works with were critical of social media. 
They say they open themselves up to criticism. And also, that people should know 
where to look for ‘the police message’. And that place should be the traditional 
press. In turn, these officers called for the police to come off social media. 
(Field notes, 24th January 2017) 
Similarly, Eve (police staff, Inchloch) described how during the division’s early use of 
social media, officers would contact the media team when users were critical or 
defamatory towards the police. She recalled how these officers would often ask for the 
accounts to be removed. These ideas are shown in the following text: 
Initially people were really nervous about it. And I don’t necessarily mean in a 
professional sense. But we would get people (police officers) phoning in and so- 
and initially we had hardly any followers. Ye know, we had like a few hundred 
followers. And, ehh, people (police officers) would phone us up and say ‘I don’t 
think you should have this page where you are inviting people to criticise us’. 
Because people (social media users) did. And it wasn’t anything- it wasn’t any 
constructive criticism, it was just ‘ohh I hate the police’. Emm, and people (police 
officers) didn’t like it. And they didn’t like that when they were at home, there was 
this page that they could also access and see people having a go at them. Even 
thought it was the wider organisation. And it was really, really…..people weren’t 
supportive of it, generally I would say. 
(Eve, police staff, Inchloch)  
These perspectives reveal how officers and staff in the study responded to criticism, and 
at times negative scrutiny, of the police by citizens online. These examples from 
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fieldwork also show how criticism by citizens impacts on police staff and officers’ well-
being in a normative sense with just treatment. Above all, police staff and officers’ felt 
they had lost control on social media as users can respond to police posts and thus criticise 
the police. This also coincided with attempts by police officers and staff to reassert police 
legitimacy when this is challenged on social media.  Drawing on Bottoms and Tankebe’s 
(2012) dialogic approach, the police and citizens are engaged in an ongoing conversation 
on social media. Citizens were found to support or criticise the police, as the police 
themselves respond to these judgements and attempt to establish again their legitimacy 
online.   
6.4 Conclusion  
This chapter shared the reflections of police officers and staff about how citizens at times 
scrutinise and appraise policing, police officers and staff. This was important given 
fieldwork with the police revealed how officers and staff internalised these assessments. 
As well as this, current procedural justice research has for the most part focused on 
citizens’ perspectives on how they are treated by the police during encounters. Therefore, 
it is necessary to appreciate how police officers and staff feel they are treated by citizens 
on social media. In turn, police officers and staff described how police legitimacy was 
constantly in flux on social media. Developing on from Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) 
dialogic approach this shows how police legitimacy is accepted and contested on social 
media. Despite the seemingly different characteristics between Inchloch and Drumauld, 
for example in connection to deprivation and public confidence in the police, similar 
stories and considerations were shared by police officers, staff, and at times citizens. 
Above all, these centred on issues of power, police legitimacy in physical and digital 
spaces, and an interplay between instrumental and normative models of policing.  
Central to this was perceptions to do with how power is enacted between the police and 
citizens online. Narratives in this study suggest both the police and citizens display power 
in different ways on social media. This therefore challenges the idea of the police being 
‘power-holders’ over citizens. The police were depicted as having the power to broadcast 
content on social media. However, police participants then described how power swung 
to citizens, as they can comment, scrutinise and criticise police content. Consequently, 
police participants revealed their frustrations with citizens who challenged police 
legitimacy. These citizens according to police officers and staff did not fully understand 
policing and as a result their opinions were viewed as ill-informed. Similar to police 
occupational culture literature (see Loftus 2010), police perspectives in this study viewed 
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these persons as hostile towards the police as they were therefore treated with distrust. In 
turn, elements of police occupational culture featured in the online environment. Finally, 
the last section conveyed police perceptions on how they can regain control of social 
media and reassert police legitimacy. However, it is important to note that police 
participants also described how citizens at times justified police action and championed 
police legitimacy on social media.  
Furthermore, the chapter also developed an appreciation of the interplay between how 
police legitimacy is understood by police officers, staff, and citizens in digital and 
physical spaces. Participants’ narratives featured both normative (quality of treatment) 
and instrumental (tackling crime) considerations. This was discussed by participants in 
the study in connection to police officers having ‘breaks’ and ‘rests’ in public spaces. One 
perspective by police officers and staff across Inchloch and Drumauld conveyed support 
for officers having breaks in public spaces. In a normative sense, they felt this was just 
treatment for officers. This is important given much research on procedural justice has 
focused on how the police treat citizens as well as relationships within the police (Tyler, 
2014). However, other police participants contended how some citizens expect the police 
to resemble ‘crime fighters’. Consequently, these citizens would view the police as 
unprofessional when having a break in a public space. On a similar note, fieldwork in 
Drumauld showed how police officers on one occasion at a music event attempted to be 
somewhat ‘invisible’ when they procured food on their break.  
The social media analysis conducted provide context to these ideas by showing that 
Twitter users either supported or criticised the police in instrumental and normative ways. 
For example, tweets about crime prevention and general safety were described by some 
users as ‘good advice’, whilst others responded to these by criticising police practice. In 
terms of non-instrumental content, some users wrote positive festive messages to police 
Twitter accounts in December, as others mocked the aesthetic appearance of officers. 
Support and criticism by users featured across most Twitter accounts analysed with the 
exception being the Inchloch local account. However, this account was also used 
considerably less by the police compared to the other accounts examined.  
Overall, this therefore points to the dynamic nature of police legitimacy on social media. 
Using Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) dialogic approach, the chapter again shows how 
engagement between the police and citizens on social media resembles a conversation, 
whereby citizens at times consent or contest police legitimacy as the police themselves 
respond to these judgements. Crucially, police officers uphold their sense of self-
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legitimacy and right-to-rule when challenged by citizens, as their main focus shifts to 
managing public scrutiny and reasserting their legitimacy. These findings are developed 
in the next chapter in relation to internal relations and workings within the police 
organisation amongst police officers and staff.  
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7 Police staff and officers’ internal and self- legitimacy within the police 
organisation 
7.1 Introduction  
Whereas the last two chapters considered police legitimacy in terms of the relationship 
between the police and citizens as each outlook was explored, the current chapter reveals 
research findings on internal and organisational legitimacy. This builds on research by 
Bradford and Quinton (2014), who found that internal relationships within the police to 
do with fairness impact on officers’ engagement with citizens externally. Accordingly, 
the current chapter discusses research findings on the interplay between internal 
legitimacy (within the police) and external legitimacy (between the police and citizens). 
The chapter demonstrates how internal relationships within the police contribute to the 
relational feature of external police legitimacy, and points to at times, congruence and 
tensions within the police on different levels. Above all, these narratives centre on 
instrumental and normative models of policing, issues of power, and policing in physical 
and digital spaces.  
The first section illustrates how social media was organised within the police for Inchloch 
and Drumauld. With an understanding of this, the second section focuses exclusively on 
workings between police officers and staff. This includes debates in the police on who 
should use social media as police officers and staff’s perceptions of internal and self- 
legitimacy are explored. These terms are used to study the confidence officers and staff 
have in their own legitimacy to use social media as well as their perceptions on who 
within the police should use social media. Much of the discussion here centres on how 
rank, expertise and individual person are understood and assessed within the police. The 
third section examines how social media is governed across national and local levels in 
order to further show how internal dynamics within the police contribute to the dynamic 
nature of police legitimacy. For this reason, the relationship between Police Scotland and 
police divisions is explored in connection to police staff in Central Communications and 
police officers and staff located in Inchloch and Drumauld. An important consideration 
here is hierarchy and authority, as findings show both Police Scotland and divisions 
compete for power and control of social media within the police. Altogether, presenting 
the chapter in this way conveys how relationships within the police organisation were 
found to be connected to debates on police role as well as competing geographies between 
national and local levels. This information is presented in Figure 7.1 (next page), showing 
the different ways internal and self-legitimacy was assessed in the police. From a dialogic 
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approach, both of these internal considerations are shown to impact on how the police 
engage externally with citizens.  
 High-ranking police officers 
 
 Officers who would be ‘appropriate’ 
 
 
     Internal and self-legitimacy  
All police officers 
 
Police staff  
 
 Central Communications  
 
 Police divisions  
 
Figure 7.1: Research findings on how internal and self-legitimacy in the police was 
understood amongst different police officers and police staff  
7.2 Social media arrangements in Inchloch and Drumauld police divisions 
Before examining the relationship between police officers and police staff it is first 
important to appreciate how social media was arranged in Inchloch and Drumauld, as 
social media was governed in different ways across these divisions. This points to power 
imbalances between police officer and police staff roles. Nationally, the Central 
Communications team oversaw social media across Police Scotland, as is discussed in 
more detail in the final section of the chapter. Locally, police officers and media 
departments contributed to how social media was utilised in Inchloch and Drumauld. 
However, police officers and police staff within the division had dissimilar roles. Bottoms 
and Tankebe’s (2012) term ‘power-holder legitimacy’ (self-confidence in own authority) 
offers a useful way of understanding the different roles between officers and staff in 
Inchloch and Drumauld.  
In Inchloch, police staff in the media department played an important role in managing 
media more broadly (including social media and the traditional press). Police staff, here 
could be described as the ‘power-holders’. This is because these persons for the most part 
managed social media activity and its developments across the division. For example, 
Zoe (police officer, Inchloch) reported how officers are required to “go through our local 
media officer” for media releases. Across the division for Inchloch, police officers were 
permitted to use Twitter, whilst Facebook was reserved to police staff only. Liz (police 
staff, Inchloch) described this as “our office that’s in control of it (Facebook)”. For Eve 
(police staff, Inchloch) this was a case of “might be again- us being reluctant to relinquish 
control over it”. Whilst Joe (police officer, Inchloch) argued current arrangements were 
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“very restrictive” and called for police staff in the division to provide more “autonomy” 
to officers. In addition, police participants across the division had inadequate access to 
information technology. This included slow computer operating systems, and few mobile 
technology devices. Indeed, Zoe (police officer, Inchloch) said “our computers are slow 
as a week in the jail. You can’t even get on, there’s not enough here we can use”. 
Likewise, Jim (police officer, Inchloch) described the computers as being “steam driven”. 
Both of these phrases conveyed the idea that information technology in the police was at 
the time archaic and inefficient. In turn, police officers and staff reported how it was often 
difficult to access social media websites using police computers.  
In contrast to Inchloch, police officers in Drumauld governed social media activity, as 
they, and not police staff were the ‘power-holders’. This is because police officers in 
Drumauld predominantly managed social media activity and its developments across the 
division.  This meant that both Facebook and Twitter were used predominantly by police 
officers, as police staff only occasionally uploaded content online. Similar to Inchloch, 
police participants in Drumauld reported their frustrations with information technology 
in the police. For example, Ryan (police officer, Drumauld) contended that there were 
few mobile devices as this in turn delayed police content and police messages from being 
uploaded to social media when officers were away from the police station.  
7.3 Relationships between and amongst police officers and staff 
The relationship between and amongst police officers and staff is developed throughout 
this chapter. This includes an appreciation of how police officers and staff made sense of 
their own ‘power-holder’ legitimacy by examining how they justified their claims to use 
online platforms in the police. This idea has been put forward by Bottoms and Tankebe 
(2012, p.154) as the “cultivation of self-confidence in the moral rightness of power-
holders’ authority”. This also examines the relationship between Police Scotland (with 
police staff in the Central Communications team) and Inchloch and Drumauld (with 
police officers and media police staff). This further shows how power and control was 
accepted and contested within the police organisation by police officers and police staff.   
7.3.1 Internal and self- legitimacy of police officers using social media  
One perspective by police officers and police staff conveyed support towards police 
officers using social media. They argued that police officers had internal legitimacy 
within the police to use social media on account of their policing expertise. Amongst 
other factors, this included officers’ proficiency with an instrumental model of policing, 
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as they were adjudged to have knowledge about tackling crime. Consequently, they felt 
that this expertise gave police officers authority to use social media in the police. For Ellie 
(police staff, Central Communications) this included the belief “we (police staff) don’t 
know the legalities of the rules around everything”. She later described in the interview 
how at times her department relied on police officers’ knowledge about crime. Likewise, 
Carla (police staff) stated it was easier to respond to positive comments about the police 
on social media, whereas criticism relating to the delivery of policing was best handled 
by police officers. This was described by Carla, as “we are more kind of confident 
replying to things than if someone is having a go about an issues that maybe we don’t 
have like a great deal of knowledge about”. Officers in this study also described how 
tackling crime was the core job for police officers. This idea was expressed by Tod (police 
officer, Inchloch) as “I would say (for) all officers, our aim of being in the police is to 
solve crime”. Therefore, on account of having knowledge about crime, these participants 
in the study argued that it was important police officers contributed to police social media 
practices.  
For Jack (police officer, Drumauld) these considerations meant police officers were the 
only legitimate voice of the police on social media. He described how police officers have 
more expertise in policing compared to police staff. In the following examples, Jack 
equates “the police” with police officers. He argued “nobody can tell the police better 
than the police”. This point was argued again when he said “I don’t think anyone has the 
ability to be the police online. As well as the police do. Cause we are the police”. He 
described the difference between officers and staff as “they (police staff) are not police 
officers. And they never will be unless they become a police officer”. He went on to 
describe the different expertise between police staff and police officers as:  
It’s back to the point I made at the beginning about no one knows the police better 
than the police do. I- me as a police officer looking at that information, I am going 
to have a total difference view on it than a member of the corporate comms team 
(police staff). Their degree is probably journalism or whatever it is. They are 
viewing it from a journalist’s eyes. Or professional PR officer, absolutely nothing 
wrong with that. I am looking at it from a police officers’- so my mind is going to 
be totally different. They will see PR risk and threat. I will see operational policing 
risk and threat. 
(Jack, police officer, Drumauld) 
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In addition to these instrumental considerations linked to fighting crime, police officers 
were considered to have internal legitimacy within the police to use social media on 
account of their expertise in citizen-focused policing. Specifically, police officers were 
identified as having close relationships with communities, as this was often discussed in 
connection to community policing in physical spaces. Bradford and Quinton (2014) have 
argued that perceptions of organisational justice within the police organisation impacts 
on how police officers secure external legitimacy with their audience. If officers are 
treated with dignity and respect by fellow officers, they are more likely to treat citizens 
in procedurally just ways. Whereas this current study points to how police officers’ 
external legitimacy with citizens contributed to their internal legitimacy in the police. 
This idea was put forward by Jack (police officer, Drumauld) as “social media is an 
extension in my view of community policing”. For Gus “they are our true front-
facing…Police Scotland”. This idea was supported by Jan (police officer, Inchloch) who 
contended it is the “cops (who) meet the public”. Likewise, Anna (police officer, 
Drumauld) described how “they’re the ones (community officers) speaking to the public 
all the time”. As a result, Ted (police officer, Inchloch) described how social media within 
the police should be “devolved down as locally as we could” and utilised by local policing 
teams.   
These perspectives suggest that police officers have skills and knowledge linked to 
instrumental models of policing as well as citizen-focused policing. On account of this, 
these participants asserted that officers have authority within the police to use social 
media, as they would gain legitimacy amongst citizens online. However, debates existed 
within the police over which rank of police officer should use social media. These 
narratives connected to controlling who within the police should have access, as is 
discussed next.   
7.3.2 Internal and self- legitimacy of high-ranking police officers using social media  
Another perspective asserted that only senior police officers with considerable years of 
service have internal legitimacy within the police to use social media. This included 
officers to the rank of Sergeant and above who were adjudged to have experiential 
knowledge (knowledge acquired through experience). Police officers across Inchloch and 
Drumauld described how higher-ranking officers would pay greater attention to potential 
risks and would thus avoid potential scandals on social media that would damage police 
reputation. This was partly because their role necessitated understanding and mitigating 
risks across the division. This was viewed as important by participants in the study if the 
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police are to gain legitimacy amongst their audience online. Lee and Punch (2004) have 
asserted that senior police ranks often conform to the new public management model and 
are preoccupied by risk management.  
Joe (police officer, Drumauld) described the need for senior officers to be in charge as 
“there probably has got to be control with regards to who, who puts it out’ in light of 
‘reputational issues’”. For Les (police officer, Inchloch), senior police ranks have more 
time to review content before posting. On a similar note, Zoe (police officer, Inchloch) 
felt they would be “very careful about” the wording of content. Likewise, Judy (police 
officer, Drumauld) revealed they are “far more aware of thinking of the pros and cons 
before they post something”. At the same time, these participants in the study aligned 
fears and risks with lower ranked officers communicating on behalf of the police on social 
media. Rob (police officer, Inchloch) said “I’m a little bit old fashioned with that in that 
I think there’s risk with cops doing it because I think again it’s about the here and now 
and not maybe appreciating the bigger picture”. Similarly, Mac (police officer, Inchloch) 
said he was “nervous about it (social media) being a carte blanche to everybody (all 
police officers). I would say no. I would be nervous about it”. Whilst Doug (police officer, 
Drumauld) declared “I’m going to sound like a dinosaur but I don’t think cops routinely 
should have access to social media… otherwise we could get in a really bad place very 
quickly”. Finally, Zoe (police officer, Inchloch) also contended “you give a normal police 
officer an inch and they’ll take- and they’ll maybe take a mile”. In particular, Zoe 
identified new recruits as a potential risk as she viewed them as most likely to make 
“mistakes”. However, these perspectives are contradicted later as others called for more 
trust to be given to junior ranking officers. From an organisational justice outlook, others 
said it was unfair and disrespectful to deny all officers the opportunity to use social media.  
In addition to communicating via social media, higher-ranking police officers were also 
seen as having internal legitimacy within the police to control social media practices. 
Similar to findings by Bullock (2018) the current study found that social media access 
within the police organisation was controlled in order to prevent reputational risk. Police 
officers across Inchloch and Drumauld described this in terms of the need to ‘monitor’ 
social media. For Jim (police officer, Inchloch) this was “someone with, emm, boss pips 
on their shoulders” who could think through content before posting. Tom (police officer, 
Inchloch) also felt it was important social media posts were first “vetted somehow” and 
how higher-ranking officers could have “that sort of governance in” deciding what 
information is communicated. Likewise, Tod (police officer, Inchloch) called for 
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“screening” of social media posts, as Doug (police officer, Drumauld) described this as 
“an editing layer”. Similarly, Jan (police officer, Inchloch) contented “Would it need to 
be filtered first? Well, probably” as he felt that “Duty Sergeants” could contribute to this. 
The need to control social media in the police was explained by Mac (police officer, 
Inchloch) as “we live in a disciplined organisation or we work in a disciplined 
organisation and generally speaking we are looking for someone of a certain rank to 
authorise certain things”. This tied in with the police being a hierarchal organisation with 
a top-down management structure meaning that decisions are made according to rank. 
Indeed, for Rob (police officer, Inchloch) only higher-ranking officers can mitigate 
potential risks as these officers “have an overview in their area” and can therefore assess 
each tweet on merit before posting.   
These arguments convey support within the police for controlling who should have access 
to social media with only higher-ranking officers deemed to have internal legitimacy. 
According to this perspective, these officers would mitigate risks, avoid scandals, and 
thus safeguard citizens’ perceptions of police legitimacy on social media. However, 
others felt that officers who would be ‘appropriate’ on social media should also be trusted 
as this perspective is explored next.  
7.3.3 Internal and self- legitimacy of officers who would be ‘appropriate’ using social 
media  
An additional viewpoint shared by police officers and staff in the study was that officers 
who would use social media in a manner that is suitable and proper should be allowed 
access. Their self-legitimacy could be justified as they would not cause reputational 
damage on social media and would instead be professional. This meant opening up social 
media across rank in the police. However, in practice this again signified controlling who 
has access to social media. Only persons with a knowledge about risks were seen as 
legitimate within the police to use social media and were therefore trusted to do this. This 
idea was put forward by Eric (police officer, Drumauld) as “there should be people who 
are trusted in terms of what to do”. He also felt that most police officers have “a policing 
job to do” as social media was not considered part of this. Officers trusted to use social 
media were described as having “a sensible head” by Tom (police officer, Inchloch). 
Likewise, Eve (police staff, Inchloch) felt they should be “the right people” who have a 
“professional attitude towards the role and what it takes”. For Gus (police officer, 
Inchloch) this would be “someone that knows what’s appropriate”. Consequently, Les 
(police officer, Inchloch) described how officers with “hothead” opinions (linked to 
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anger) should not have access. Similarly, for Doug (police officer, Drumauld) it was 
important that officers have “earned that trust” and can demonstrate that “we can trust 
their judgement” before being allowed to use social media. This idea of recognising 
officers who would be appropriate on social media as legitimate was described 
furthermore Inchloch by police officer Gus as:  
If you were to devolve it down to PC level you would have to choose very, very 
carefully, I could name 100 cops to you who I’d have every confidence in doing it 
properly. I could equally name 100 cops to you that if, eh, I heard they were about 
to use social media, I would go through and smash their phone. From stopping 
them doing it because I know, not because they are bad people, not because they 
are, hey just are not mature enough or savvy or aware of the bigger picture 
enough to use it properly. 
(Gus, police officer, Inchloch) 
Central to these arguments on legitimate users of social media within the police 
organisation is risk-management. Bullock’s (2018) study also found that some 
constabularies in England have strictly controlled officers’ social media access in order 
to prevent reputation risk. Returning to the current study, both higher ranking police 
officers and officers who would be ‘appropriate’ were identified as being legitimate on 
account of their clear-cut appreciation of risk. This connects to the risk averse culture in 
police organisations today (Heslop, 2011) and reflects wider shifts in public service 
towards managing risk (Feeley and Simon, 1992; Janssen et al., 2012). In the current 
study, Sim (police officer, Inchloch) contended “I have got used to the culture of being 
risk averse, as opposed to being risk positive”. For Roy this meant: 
you are told about the risk personally (as well as in relation to)…security 
risks…private security risks…personal security risks to you and your family…risk 
of the reputation…and to the force.  
(Roy, police officer, Inchloch) 
Likewise, Rod (police officer, Inchloch) felt the “risk averse” approach in the police 
“marks us as an organisation” in contrast to others. This idea was also put forward by 
Sarah (police staff, Central Communications) as “I suppose taking some risks as well 
which as an organisation- rank and file structured originations we are historically not 
great at that”. Officers compared this to how social media was approached in the police. 
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Both Zoe (police officer, Inchloch) and Ava (police staff, Inchloch) revealed how their 
division were “worried” about taking possible risks on social media. Whilst Ellie (police 
staff, Central Communications) described her internal frustrations within the police as 
“just trying to sell the idea to the organisation or the managers that might think ‘aaargh 
that is a bit too risky”. Ellie also points to how senior positions in the police (including 
officers and staff) had power to govern social media. This idea of risk management in 
terms of controlling how social media is organised and utilised in everyday policing was 
conveyed by Carl (police officer, Drumauld). In the following text, Carl describes how 
top-down control is exercised within the police in order to manage risk.  
As an organisation we are quite conservative. And, so the easy way to mitigate 
the risk of rogue tweeters within the organisation is to say: Not everybody can 
have one. Apart from you guys. And you guys go through some really rigorous 
training. And we want to view everything you send out. 
(Carl, police officer, Drumauld) 
However, controlling access for officers was deemed necessary on account of the risks 
and dangers linked to using social media. In the current study, greater risks were identified 
with communicating online compared to face-to-face encounters with citizens. In turn, 
officers who were aware of the risks were viewed as having self-legitimacy to use social 
media. In connection to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) dialogic approach, this shows that 
internal attitudes within the police organisation to do with risk shaped how the police 
engage externally with citizens as some officers were selected to do this. For example, 
participants in the study said that the ‘scale of social media’ meant that police 
communication is visible to a much larger audience. As well as this, police officers and 
staff believed that once content was uploaded to social media it was difficult to remove 
any trace of this. These factors led officers and staff to argue that mistakes and blunders 
on social media would be heavily scrutinised as this in turn would be detrimental to the 
reputation of the police and police legitimacy. In turn, police participants believed they 
had to be careful with regards to what they posted on social media. Jan (police officer, 
Inchloch) described this as “the digital footprint, and digital dirt sticks”. Likewise, for 
Sarah (police staff, Central Communications) the difference between communicating 
with citizens face-to-face and online was described as:  
Because maybe unlike the conversation on the street where you could think- ye 
know you could walk away and think ‘oh maybe I phrased that wrong, maybe the 
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next time I would say that slightly differently’. If you do that on social media well 
that’s your opportunity. Ye know, whatever you put online, stays online we all 
know that. 
(Sarah, police staff, Central Communications)  
Police officers in the study also reported how fellow officers at times viewed social media 
as the ‘devil’s work’. This perspective associated negative connotations with social 
media, as this was seen as a space where crime and deviance occur. As a result, these 
persons argued that the police should not have a communication presence on social media, 
and should instead, focus on tackling crime online. This idea was put forward by Rob as: 
I think from a policing point of view, often our interaction with social media is 
negative because it’s linked to a whole host of the devil’s work, it’s stalking, abuse 
of children, it’s all the negative side of things. 
(Rob, police officer, Inchloch) 
This viewpoint was especially held by young recruits according to Rob, as he contended 
that “the messaging young cops get when they join is it is the devil’s potion”. This 
suggested younger police officers quickly learn of risks and dangers attributed to social 
media, as they then become suspicious towards using these platforms. However, police 
participants in the study observed how there was an apprehension towards social media 
within the police across all officers. For example, Joe (police officer, Inchloch) referred 
to this as the “fear factor”. Likewise, Mac (police officer, Inchloch) said “there probably 
is a little bit of fear about it (social media in the police)”. Zoe (police officer, Inchloch) 
also believed “I think folk are just uncomfortable using that because in case they get in 
to trouble”. These perspectives again point to suspicion and cynicism police officers have 
towards citizen engagement as has been put forward by Loftus (2010) and Reiner (2010), 
as some officers were reluctant to use social media.  
However, other police officers and staff supported a ‘risk positive’ approach towards 
social media. This meant allowing officers the freedom to be more experimental in how 
they used social media. In turn, this perspective suggested that more officers should 
contribute to police social media practices. Eve (police staff, Inchloch) said “we will 
embrace those risks and deal with them as we encounter them. And it- don’t be afraid to 
do something just because it might be negative or you might get criticism”. Likewise, Ann 
(police officer, Inchloch) depicted a risk positive approach in terms of “don’t be afraid” 
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to be “creative” on social media. This was also expressed by Ellie as police practices 
must be engaging as “otherwise it’s just boring”. This was discussed in Chapter five in 
relation to adopting informal communication styles in order to enhance police legitimacy 
and citizen engagement.  
From a dialogic approach, effective external communication with citizens on social media 
required support within the police organisation. For Mac (police officer, Inchloch) this 
involved recognising and supporting police officers “tweeting stuff for the right reasons 
and with the best of intention”. Police officers and staff also talked about their experiences 
of ‘risk-positive’ approaches in the police towards social media. Indeed, Ted (police 
officer, Inchloch) described himself as being “probably risk positive for social media”. 
This meant he sometimes posted content to social media and would later debate with 
himself “maybe you shouldn’t have posted that”. Similarly, Carl (police officer, 
Drumauld) conveyed how he was “comfortable with ambiguity. And I am really 
comfortable with risk. Because I embrace it”. For Carl, this meant whereas in the police 
“we don’t like risk taking (but) I do, I love it”. Notably, Carl also expressed support for 
informal styles of communication outlined in Chapter five. The difference between age 
of officers and their attitudes towards risk was reported by Eric as “the younger officers 
tend to push the boundaries- the older ones tend to pull it back”. Finally, Ted also 
discussed the idea of a risk- positive approach as: 
Emm, undoubtedly somebody at some point will post something that might, be not 
quite what we want to say or fly in the face of what we really should have said on 
that occasion. But, the majority of people, will hit the mark most of the time. Give 
a bit of leeway to people. 
(Ted, police officer, Inchloch) 
These attitudes demonstrate support within the police for officers who would be 
‘appropriate’ being allowed to use social media. Similar to higher-ranking officers, they 
would gain legitimacy amongst citizens on account of their appreciation of risk. However, 
Ted’s outlook at the end was that all police officers should be trusted within the police to 
use social media. This includes his belief that all police officers are capable of managing 
potential risk online. This is discussed further in the next section in connection to opening 
up social media to all officers.  
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7.3.4 Internal and self- legitimacy for all police officers using social media  
Contrasting the earlier perspectives put forward, other police officers and staff in the 
study said that all police officers within the police should have access to social media. 
They argued that controlling social media access was detrimental to internal procedural 
justice and officers’ normative experiences within the police organisation as is discussed 
throughout the section. Instead, they argued that all police officers were legitimate to use 
social media. For Rob (police officer, Inchloch) this meant “taking the various pieces of 
the jigsaw and putting them together”. In other words, it was important to recognise and 
incorporate a wide-range of skills across police officers and in turn facilitate their 
contribution. This idea has been put forward by Bayley and Shearing (1996, p.591) as 
the: 
Police are also beginning to recognize that the traditional quasi-military 
management model, based on ranks and a hierarchical chain of command, may 
not accommodate the requirements of modern policing. 
From an organisational justice outlook, and in connection to a distributive justice 
framework these ideas implied that social media should be accessible for officers in the 
police. This was especially important for Nick (police officer, Drumauld) as he found it 
a “chore sometimes to kind of tweet things”. Instead, he argued junior ranks could be 
given social media and would be better placed to communicate about their area. Trust 
was key to these perspectives, meaning that police officers should be trusted within the 
police to use social media. At the time of fieldwork, police officers reported how higher-
ranking officers did not trust lower-ranking officers to use social media. For Nick (police 
officer, Drumauld) this corresponded to underlying beliefs held by “the bosses” who 
“always seem to be scared”. For these “bosses” opening up social media to all officers 
was viewed as someone could “post some stupid-thing” according to Nick.  
Instead, trust involved giving “people (officers) the respect of their position” for Gary 
(police officer, Drumauld). This connects to internal procedural justice as this has also 
been studied in organisational justice (see Bradford et al. (2014). For Tyler (2014, p.4) 
this includes an appreciation of how officers are treated with “dignity, respect, and 
fairness” by police leaders. In the current study, Anna (police officer, Drumauld) said 
there should be “a degree of trust and (accepting) they (police officers) can sometimes 
get it wrong”. Max too described the need to look beyond rank stating “we tie ourselves 
in knots, because we are precious about rank”. Police officers were seen as being capable 
of using social media on account of holding the Office of Constable. This was expressed 
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by Sim (police officer, Inchloch) as “at the end of the day they have passed tests” to be 
a police officer. Similarly, Sarah (police staff, Central Communications) and Jack (police 
officer, Drumauld) argued that social media should be seen as no different from 
communicating face-to-face with citizens. Police officers engage regularly with citizens 
in physical spaces, so therefore should be permitted to engage with citizens online. Nick 
also stated the need to trust police officers as: 
We need to trust them. They are police officers, we trust them to take people’s 
liberty away. To be- sort of handle ‘fire-arms’. To deal with major incidents, to 
deal with firearms incidents. But we don’t trust them to operate our social media 
account. It’s crazy. 
(Nick, police officer, Drumauld) 
On a similar note, Ryan and Carl (police officers, Drumauld) described how social media 
expertise existed across rank in the police. For Ryan this meant “giving the cops a bit of 
ownership” and opportunity as they “could have the best creative ideas going”. This view 
was conveyed by Carl as being able to “recognise that as the boss you don’t have to have 
all the right ideas”. As a result, Carl also outlined the importance of trusting all police 
officers to use social media:  
I have had to gift power and authority to people, more knowledgeable than me. 
That are probably significantly more junior in rank. So, there’s that trust piece. 
So, from an internal perspective it’s about trusting your people to…they are the 
legacy. 
(Carl, police officer, Drumauld) 
Similar to these perspectives, some police officers were against perceived control of 
social media by higher ranking officers. In relation to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) 
dialogic approach, they felt that internal control within the police organisation prevented 
the police from engaging effectively externally with citizens. Jan (police officer, 
Inchloch) said “bosses…want to keep everything to themselves”, as he argued “their job 
is to have control”. Nick (police officer, Drumauld) related this to the police being a 
“disciplined organisation” as decisions are often made by senior police officers, and 
lower ranking officers are expected to “respect that’. For him, “This was ‘frustrating at 
times, especially when you know it (your suggestions) works”. These ideas were also put 
forward by Jack (police officer, Drumauld), as he voiced his dissatisfaction with “middle 
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management” in the police. According to Jack they believed they were “responsible for 
these people (junior officers)” and “If they do something wrong, it makes me look bad”. 
Therefore, Jack observed that mid-rank police officers sought access to social media as: 
I think a lot of the inspectors have probably discovered one of their PCs, or one 
of their sergeants is a social media user (and would have said) “I need that as 
well”. You don’t, you absolutely don’t. But it’s that power grab of if they have it 
and I am their boss I must have it as well. We need to get braver and stronger as 
policing- you don’t….because you don’t know how to use it. 
(Jack, police officer, Drumauld) 
These viewpoints demonstrate that opening up social media to all officers was linked to 
internal procedural justice and debates on how police officers are trusted within the police 
organisation. At the same time, all police officers were viewed as having authority within 
the police to use social media as they were adjudged to be capable of safeguarding police 
legitimacy online. In addition to these considerations, police officers and staff also 
disputed how social media was used within the police by specific officers as is discussed 
next.  
7.3.5 Debates within the police relating to how officers use social media   
During fieldwork in Drumauld, a police officer was authorised at the time by the 
Divisional Commander to have his own Police Twitter account. This officer worked 
closely with a small number of other officers as they were collectively known within the 
division as a ‘virtual community policing team (VCPT)’. As suggested by the name the 
policing audience online was recognised as a distinct community. The VCPT, at the time, 
created mostly crime prevention videos that were then shared by police Facebook and 
Twitter accounts across the division. This was seen as resembling informal styles of 
communication, as discussed in Chapter five. Therefore, informal styles of 
communication delivered instrumental goals linked to crime prevention. The officer 
mentioned at the start of this paragraph was often the only one to feature in these videos. 
Police officers across the division either conveyed their support or disapproval towards 
the VCPT. 
On one hand, police officers viewed the VCPT’s informal communication styles as 
positive, and felt that this in turn gave the VCPT legitimacy within the police to use social 
media. This mirrored an expressive model of policing. Sargeant and Kochel (2016) state 
how expressive models of policing view police officers as symbolic representatives of 
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law and order acting on behalf of citizens. Similarly, officers argued that the VCPT’s 
informal communication style would enhance police legitimacy. This was because 
citizens would be more likely to identify with the officer and content created by the 
VCPT. For example, Paul (police officer, Drumauld) stated how one of their crime 
prevention videos was “funny and got the point across”. Likewise, Judy (police officer, 
Drumauld) felt their informal style of “talking to you like a normal person” contrasted 
traditional formal styles of police communication that were “pretty scripted”. Similarly, 
Jack (police officer, Drumauld) described the officer with his own account as “he’s real. 
He’s tangible. And he’s actually a personality”. For Eric and Carl (police officers, 
Drumauld) he was “representative” of current fashion trends on account of having a 
beard. This was also seen as at odds with archetypal police officers who will be “clean-
shaven”. These points were conveyed by Carl as: 
Do you know what he isn’t? he isn’t an atypical stereotypical cop. He’s not 6 ft 2. 
White male, clean shaven. Blonde hair. Wearing a really smart uniform. He’s my 
next-door neighbour. He’s your next-door neighbour. He’s the guy that serves you 
coffee in Starbucks. He’s somebody I can relate to, cause he’s not conventional. 
And we still have this view that the conventional police officer, is 6 ft 2, male, 
white, shaven, smart, actually the reality is it’s PC (name anonymised). 
(Carl, police officer, Drumauld) 
However, other police officers in Drumauld criticised both the officer with his own 
account and the work of the VCPT. This included critical assessments of their legitimacy 
to be on social media within the police. Paul (police officer, Drumauld) reported 
“internally (there is) a lot of resistance”. The individual officers and the VCPT were 
perceived as “creating a lot of bad feeling amongst their colleagues” for Gary (police 
officer, Drumauld). Likewise, Ryan (police officer, Drumauld) described how “there is a 
lot of negativity towards it within the police”. Instead, these officers argued that the VCPT 
should carry our core policing duties aligned with an instrumental model of policing in 
terms of dealing with crime in conventional physical spaces, and therefore did not include 
using social media. This connects to police culture that shows ‘real police work’ is often 
aligned with crime orientations and not community engagement (Reiner, 2010). On a 
similar note, Bullock (2018, p.254) found “social media are resisted by some officers (in 
England) because of wider resistance to the activity social media are seen to represent – 
citizen engagement”. In the current study, Paul (police officer, Drumauld) said that other 
officers would be critical of him using social media and would argue that he should 
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instead be responding to incoming calls made to the police. This was echoed by Judy 
(police officer, Drumauld) as “some people (police officers) just think what is he doing? 
Like are you kidding me on? Like he’s getting paid a really good wage”. She further 
explained that a lot of officers would prefer that policing in physical spaces is prioritised 
as “we have got 40 calls on the stack- and you are creating a YouTube video?” For police 
officer Gary in Drumauld, their content was seen as “nae professional” with their 
“comedy and the stand-up stuff” also viewed as “irrelevant humour”. This included the 
officer with his personal police Twitter account who now had a “celebrity status if you 
like in the police…almost X factor like” according to Gary. Indeed, Gary felt “they are 
just out to gain celebrity’ and ‘are doing it for their own means”. 
Gary’s perspective also points to the idea of competition within the police between police 
officers. This has been described in occupational police culture by Loftus (2010) as the 
feature of competition amongst policing teams. Silvestri (2007) also illustrates this as 
competitive masculinity and individualism in policing geared towards personal successes. 
This was recognised by police staff in the current study in terms of rivalry between police 
officers and policing areas. This idea was put forward by Ava (police staff, Inchloch) in 
terms of how community policing teams (CPTs) in the division would start to use Twitter 
more when they perceived that other CPTs were distributing content to their area. Ellie 
(police staff, Central Communications) also depicted “it’s just a competitive organisation. 
That’s the culture, everything is a big competition”. This could be seen in relation to “Key 
Performance Indicators”, as she believed “divisions are trying to compete against each 
other” by having lower crime rates. Consequently, Ellie perceived that “it’s just spilled 
over into social media”. This meant each police officer and policing area were trying to 
“get more likes” for their content online. Likewise, Molly (police staff, Central 
Communications) described how divisions across Scotland had a sense of “we want to be 
better than all the others”. In particular, they wanted their content to go ‘viral’ on social 
media (an image or message that has been read and shared by a significant number of 
online users). She illustrated this point as: 
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The key words that fly about everybody ‘aww it went viral’ ‘have you seen this it 
has gone viral’. Something that has gone viral. But, what they see is they see, like 
somebody’s holiday photo, or do you remember the black and blue dress, gold 
and white dress type thing. And they think I want to do that. I want something that 
goes viral. And we all want something that goes viral, right we do. We all want it. 
You all want something that’s going to go- spread massively. 
(Molly, police staff, Central Communications) 
As a result, Molly stated it was important to “think carefully about how we do pitch them 
against each other” and that Central Communications had to somewhat manage and at 
times downplay competition between divisions. However, Molly also felt that sharing 
content from divisions on the national account possibly intensified the competition 
between the divisions. For example, Molly said it was common practice for the national 
account to share content from local accounts that had went “viral”. This in turn, 
highlighted a challenge for Molly in engaging with divisions across Scotland on social 
media. On one hand, sharing content by divisions flagged up positive police stories to 
citizens, whilst on the other she felt that it possibly perpetuates the problem by 
encouraging divisions to compete against each other in order to have their work and local 
practices recognised nationally.  
As well as this, social media was recognised by police officers and staff as being utilised 
by police officers in order to work towards personal promotion. Ava (police staff, 
Inchloch) discussed this point as “I think it gets you up the ranks quicker. Because you 
become- you build a wee bit of a profile”. Likewise, Molly (police staff, Central 
Communications) contended that social media was used by some as part of the 
“promotions process within the police”. In addition, community policing (including 
communication on social media) was conveyed by Gary (police officer, Drumauld) as an 
effective way to “evidence…lead and change”. This included taking on a new role (lead) 
and immediately changing an aspect of practice (change). This in turn for Gary was 
believed to contribute to the “promotion process” within the police.  
Another perspective by police staff also voiced concern with all police officers (regardless 
of rank) using social media. In particular, they argued police officers do not have internal 
legitimacy within the police to use social media. In other words, police officers do not 
have the authority to use social media, but police staff do, as is discussed later. Instead, 
police officers were expected to engage in core policing duties linked to policing physical 
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spaces. Indeed, for Ann (police staff, Inchloch) “I personally don’t think that we can 
invest in having a team of ten officers for example sitting in on social me(dia)- ye know 
on Facebook”. Whilst for Liz (police staff, Inchloch), “if those officers are fit for being 
operational, they should be operational”. Communicating on social media was not 
recognised as part of the “operational” duties for police officers. This shows again how 
debates existed within the police on the core function for police officers. This was also 
reflected in citizens’ narratives as shown in Chapter five and six with the interplay 
between instrumental and normative considerations.  
Furthermore, police officers were viewed by some police staff as not having the correct 
skills to effectively use social media. For Eve (police staff, Inchloch) “they maybe don’t 
necessarily always understand the communications sensitivities around things” and thus 
when to “operate (with) a bit more caution around it (a message)”. This point was 
expressed by Molly (police staff, Central Communications) as “police officers are not 
comms experts”. This could be seen in the way police officers used social media for 
Molly, as they often wrote “big long-winded statement(s)”. However, she also described 
how police officers felt they were “an expert in communications” and did not need 
training. This was conveyed by Molly in Central Communications as “what we get told 
all the time- don’t need to be trained, I am a police officer and know how to do all this 
type of stuff”. Despite this, Molly stated how police officers at times relied on help from 
police staff. This was due to police staff having unique expertise in communications. 
Accordingly, Molly described the difference between how police officers (in division) 
and staff (in Communications departments) used social media as: 
And they (police officers) just think about what can I put on today, or what can I 
do tomorrow, whereas we are thinking, how can we build our audience, how can 
we build engagement, how can we make sure that we have trust from, emm, from 
our public. 
(Molly, police staff, Central Communications)  
These arguments convey tensions amongst police officers and police staff towards how 
social media was used in the police by police officers. This points to debates within the 
police on the authority of officers to use social media, as these perceptions connected to 
how the role of police officers were understood, as well as police officers’ skills and 
proficiency in using social media. Developing on from this, the next section explores the 
research findings linked to the internal legitimacy of police staff using social media. 
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7.3.6 Internal and self- legitimacy of police staff using social media  
Police staff in Inchloch and Central Communications also viewed themselves as having 
expertise and self-legitimacy within the police to use social media. Liz (police staff, 
Inchloch) argued that Facebook in particular required content to be “written by someone 
who knows how to write”. This perspective was shared by Eve (police staff, Inchloch) 
who contended that dialogue with users on social media “needs a bit more of a measured 
corporate sort of response”. Likewise, for Sarah (police staff, Central Communications) 
this was “because it is a reputational thing”. Sarah here suggests it is necessary that 
communications staff contribute to social media in order to safeguard the reputation of 
the police. In turn, this perspective suggested police staff were best placed to uphold 
police legitimacy on social media.  
The expertise of Communications staff was also recognised by some police officers in 
the study. Consequently, not all police officers viewed themselves as more legitimate 
within the police to use social media. This therefore conflicts earlier narratives by police 
officers that argued police officers had true legitimacy within the police to utilise social 
media. Les (police officer, Inchloch) stated “they (media officer) are the best people to 
put the majority out there”. Jim (police officer, Inchloch) also described communications 
staff as “media professionals…(who will) nip and tuck (his suggestions for content) as 
they see fit”. This was shared by Zoe (police officer, Inchloch) as media staff typically 
“make that final call”. This was viewed as being important for Zoe as too much 
messaging could lead to ‘hysteria’ and fear of crime. Finally, Ryan (police officer, 
Drumauld) discussed police staff as having proficiency for using social media as “they 
are the ones that have got the experience, the proper training, the knowledge, (and) the 
contacts”.  
These perceptions shared by participants in the study connect to debates on the internal 
and self-legitimacy of police staff using social media. They also show how police staff in 
particular asserted their own legitimacy to use social media within the police. The 
relationship amongst police officers and police staff is developed next in connection to 
research findings about the local level (officers and staff operating in Inchloch and 
Drumauld) and national level (Central Communications) in Police Scotland.  
7.4 Relationships between the local and national level in Police Scotland 
Police officers and staff during fieldwork highlighted congruence and at times tensions 
between policing on a national and local level. This signified the relationship between 
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Police Scotland and police divisions (matching the case study areas in the study). Police 
officers and staff in Inchloch and Drumauld used the terms ‘Police Scotland’ and 
‘Corporate’ interchangeably, as ‘Corporate’ also refers to Central Communications. In 
turn, both Police Scotland and Central Communications represented national bodies to 
police participants in Inchloch and Drumauld. Police officers and staff in the study 
described police governance in accordance with a ‘top-down model’ or ‘top-down 
management’ of policing. This included the idea, social media is managed by Police 
Scotland, and more specifically by Central Communications. These ideas have previously 
been put forward by Fyfe (2015) as a feature of centralised national policies in Police 
Scotland. However, other police officers in the current study described how policing had 
not changed since reform. This was recorded during fieldwork in Inchloch as one officer 
stated ‘it has been business as usual’ in terms of how everyday policing was carried out. 
This relationship between the national and local is explored further in the next two 
sections. This adds to an understanding of how internal legitimacy is mediated within the 
police between police officers and staff in different geographical locations. Central to this 
is how hierarchy and authority in the police is understood by police officers and staff, and 
how this contributes to perceptions of self-legitimacy. Much of the discussion in the 
following sections features debates on organisational justice to do with how social media 
practices and policing more broadly are governed across Police Scotland.   
7.4.1 Congruence between the local and national level in Police Scotland 
Police officers and staff who supported the notion of a ‘central top-down management’ 
model of policing felt it was important to work towards national guidance set by Police 
Scotland, as Central Communications were viewed as legitimate within the police to 
govern social media practices. Indeed, for Ellie (police staff, Central Communications) it 
was important “our social media channels (all accounts across Scotland)…(are) aligned 
with the aims and objectives of the organisation as a whole”. This perspective also 
asserted, police divisions should consent to protocol generated by Police Scotland. For 
social media, this included guidance set by Central Communications. This idea was put 
forward by Ted (police officer, Inchloch) as “we are a national body, we can’t ignore 
that”. For Ted, police officers and staff in Inchloch “can’t give a piece of advice which 
is completely at odds with what Police Scotland as the corporate body are saying”. At 
the same time, Ted felt his division should accommodate both national and local matters. 
Ted contended “we can focus on the bigger picture, but put it in a local context”. 
Likewise, Ryan (police officer, Drumauld) believed his division should “link in with the 
 
187 
 
national campaigns that are going on”, including “road traffic campaigns”. As a result, 
he described how it is was important that Drumauld division did not operate campaigns 
at different times of the year to Police Scotland. These ideas were also conveyed by Molly 
(police staff, Central Communications) as “we are one brand, we are one organisation, 
(and) we are one set of values”. For Molly it was therefore paramount that divisions 
contributed to national frameworks set by Police Scotland. In her words, “there should be 
something that unites us all’ as ‘we are one brand”. However, tensions also existed 
amongst police officers and staff in connection to the relationship between the local and 
the national level in Police Scotland as is discussed next.  
7.4.2 Tensions between the local and national level in Police Scotland  
For Molly (police staff, Central Communications) there were occasional tensions between 
Central Communications and the 13 police divisions in Scotland as: 
Where it becomes really bothering is when they come up with the own wee 
campaigns and they start to just push that out. That are not on the agenda, for 
police Scotland. They are not.  
Molly also likened some social media accounts operated by divisions in Scotland to a 
“mini national account” who “become their own police Scotland”. In doing this, these 
divisions neglected national guidance. Molly felt this was due to officers in divisions 
having a greater sense of power and expertise over police staff in Central 
Communications. These police officers according to Molly believed: 
It’s the word according to me, constable whatever. Rather than thinking- yeah ok, 
so he may have the power of the law and that sort of stuff, and they can go out 
and arrest people, but actually, the reason they arrest is people is from laws set 
by other folk and policies for our organisation. It’s not something they come up 
with themselves. 
(Molly, police staff, Central Communications)  
These ideas were also conveyed by other police staff in Central Communications who felt 
that divisions had a sense ownership of social media, as this challenged the internal 
legitimacy of Central Communications.  As a result, they reported how divisions would 
at times disregard Central Communications. For example, Carla (police staff, Central 
Communications) felt frustrated when divisions worked independently on “national 
campaigns’ and did not draw on ‘graphics… banners… suggestion tweets (created by 
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Central Communications… (or) linked to our webpage (Police Scotland)”. Instead, she 
described how “they see it like an us (divisions) and them situation (Central 
Communications”). Consequently, divisions “keep their ideas to themselves” and do not 
engage with Central Communications. This ‘sense of ownership’ by police divisions also 
fuelled a competitive culture between divisions according to Carla. At the same time, she 
recognised that some divisions would be “annoyed” if Central Communication’s posted 
content on their social media accounts, as others would find this acceptable. These issues 
vexed Carla as she asserted that both Central Communications and divisions were 
legitimate and had expertise in using social media, as she said “I don’t think I am up here, 
and they are down there in terms of the social media like hierarchy”. 
At the same time, police staff in Central Communications debated their relationship with 
police divisions across Scotland. For Molly (police staff, Central Communications) “we 
have got local versus national, not quite right yet”. However, she also felt divisions could 
not say their approach on social media was truly ‘localism’, as “there’s been no 
fundamental research into what those people (citizens) want” across different areas in 
Scotland. Therefore, she felt police divisions should follow Central Communications 
strategy. Additionally, Sarah (police staff, Central Communications) felt the “local 
element” of social media required developing “even further”.  Whilst Carla (police staff) 
also recognised other divisions pro-actively looked to Central Communications for help. 
She also debated the dangers of having national protocols, as she said, there is a “niggle 
in the back of my head… all of our accounts are going to look the same”. Therefore, she 
thought it was “great” when divisions “tried to do something engaging’ and ‘above the 
kind of ordinary”. However, she also considered “I do wish they had spoken to us about 
it first”. Therefore, whilst Carla supported innovation and creativity by divisions, at the 
same time she sought control of their social media operations.  This idea was also shared 
by Sarah in the following text as she debated the idea of Central Communications 
controlling social media practices across Scottish policing: 
it’s about control’s the wrong word- I don’t like that word and I do hear that kind 
of being banded around sometimes it’s not…kind of…corporate keeping control 
on it, but there has to be… a level of ‘corporacy’ because it would just- it would 
get out of hand. And then you would just have people going away, doing their own 
thing. 
(Sarah, police staff, Central Communications) 
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However, other police officers and staff in Inchloch and Drumauld challenged the 
legitimacy of Central Communications when they contributed to ‘central top-down 
management’ practices. Police officers and staff in the study asserted how policing 
models used in other parts of Scotland were imposed on their division as this in turn 
challenged localism. For example, Joe (police officer, Inchloch) said “the drive for the 
corporate approach comes from the (geographic) central belt (of Scotland)”. This 
reflected a “one size fits all” according to Joe. Liz (police staff, Inchloch) also 
disapproved of Central Communications being located in one area in Scotland. Instead, 
she called for their representation across each media department in Scotland.  
In addition, some police officers and staff in the study criticised how Police Scotland and 
Central Communications, for them, controlled policing and social media practices in local 
areas. For example, Hugh (police officer, Drumauld) reported “changes in lack of local 
control” since Police Scotland came into being in 2013. Similarly, Roy (police officer, 
Inchloch) stated “I don’t know if they (Inchloch division) have got that freedom to make 
the changes locally without having to run it past (Police Scotland)”. Likewise, Gary 
(police officer, Drumauld) described Police Scotland as “top-down, it’s (in) control of 
everything”. For Gary, there needed to be greater localism in Scottish policing with 
autonomy granted to the local level.   
Gary (police officer, Drumauld) also disapproved of Standard Operating Procedures or 
‘SOPs’ in policing. This includes written protocols on specific areas of policing (e.g. dog 
handling or stop and search) that police officers and staff are expected to follow. For 
Gary, SOPs give Police Scotland control over how policing is carried out across each of 
the 13 divisions. Max (police officer, Inchloch) also expressed his frustrations as “we 
need to take away the shackles of the SOP”. In this sense, he argued SOPs prevented 
police officers’ from using their own expertise, as they are instead expected to follow 
strict guidelines on how to carry out policing. This idea has been put forward by Heslop 
(2011) as the ‘predictability’ and ‘control’ features linked to modern-day policing in the 
UK. These features attempt to standardise procedures and control how policing is 
delivered with micromanagement of officers. Consequently, Heslop (2011) argues this 
can lead to overall de-professionalisation of policing, as police officers are de-skilled and 
are prevented from using their own initiative. However, it is important to recognise that 
other police officers offered support to SOPs, arguing these assist police officers. For 
example, Gus (police officer, Inchloch) reported “I thrive on standard operating 
procedure. That was my main driver for being in the police force was I like structure and 
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I like process. I like everything to be in a neat box”. Therefore, the feature of standardised 
police practices was understood differently across participants in the study. 
Tensions between the national and local level were discussed by police officers and staff 
in relation to accounts set-up by divisions that were not authorised or seen as legitimate 
by Police Scotland. For example, this was discussed by Inchloch police staff in relation 
to a Twitter account set-up by the division since the formation of Police Scotland. This 
Twitter account focused on roads policing across the division. Police staff here believed 
it was locally important as the division is largely rural and extreme weather in winter can 
make travelling by vehicle difficult. However, this was considered “an un-official 
account” and “rogue account” by Central Communications according to Liz (police staff, 
Inchloch). Likewise, Eve (police staff, Inchloch) observed “I know they don’t recognise 
it” because the media team for Inchloch did not “go through the proper protocol” set by 
Central Communications to create a new social media account. Consequently, Eve felt 
“they (Central Communications) weren’t happy about it”.   
Further tensions between the local and national were conveyed by Jack (police officer, 
Drumauld) and Liz (police staff, Inchloch) in relation to training arrangements for social 
media at the time of the study. They felt that Central Communications had a heightened 
sense of internal legitimacy over divisions as they were “seizing control of social media”. 
At the time of fieldwork, Central Communications were delivering training every three 
months both face-to-face and digitally in Scotland. Liz described this as “(name 
anonymised) are kind of controlling whose trained and who’s not”. She felt, Central 
communications wanted to have knowledge of which police officers use social media. 
Likewise, Jack aligned this training course with controlling social media as he said “we 
(Central communications) will create a course. And it gives that the empire control again. 
Well you’ve not done our course. You are not allowed access”. Jack often used the term 
“empire” to describe Central Communications perceived control of social media. In the 
following text, Jack contends that Central Communications had attempted to control 
social media in order to safeguard their job. This is specific to current policing 
arrangements in Scotland, with a number of civilian staff positions being reduced in 
recent years (Unison Scotland, 2016). However, this research suggests tensions between 
Central Communications and police divisions were predominantly linked to debates on 
police staff and officers’ expertise.  
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I think that obviously they are civilian staff. Police officers, we cannot be made 
redundant. So, they need to protect their empire. Because the better the police get, 
where does the role of their job sit.  
(Jack, police officer, Drumauld) 
Police officers and staff associated these tensions with organisational justice and internal 
procedural justice considerations as they felt Police Scotland, at times, did not trust them 
to make decisions on the local level. Specifically, they argued that priorities and policies 
made on the national level obstructed local decision-making. For example, Eve (police 
staff, Inchloch) stated “I think there should be a bit more trust locally” as Gary (police 
officer, Drumauld) also said “I don’t think we trust our staff”. Jim (police officer, 
Inchloch) felt officers were no longer “recognised as basically qualifying practitioners of 
our art” on account of the emergence of new departments in Police Scotland. According 
to Jim, these departments had undermined officers’ expertise by seizing responsibility of 
core policing functions. Consequently, Hugh (police officer, Drumauld) also said it “has 
been very hard to watch the impact (of changes to policing) on morale” as he felt the lack 
of autonomy for local officers had been detrimental to officers’ wellbeing. Carl felt 
Central Communications needed to give more trust to police officers as they were trusted 
to carry out serious duties in physical spaces: 
I totally get in terms of scrutiny and oversight, Central comms social media team 
need to have the access, but I think they need to start trusting us, that we trust 
police officers to go out there and arrest people. We trust some of them with 
firearms. We trust them with cars at high speeds. But we don’t trust them with a 
keyboard. 
(Carl, police officer, Drumauld) 
These discussions illustrate tensions in Police Scotland on the national and local level, as 
the authority of Police Scotland and Central Communications was contested by officers 
and staff based in Inchloch and Drumauld. They suggested their autonomy to make 
decisions locally was being impeded by national policies. From an organisational justice 
outlook, they called for more local decision-making as this was described as fair and in 
turn would give them control over how policing and social media practices are delivered. 
In relation to democratic policing, congruence within the police is important as officers 
and staff must feel they are treated fairly by colleagues (Marenin, 1998). Therefore, it is 
imperative there are closer workings between police officers and staff operating at the 
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local and national level in order to ensure people’s voices, needs, and expectations are 
heard. However, it is important to note that other officers and staff in the study supported 
national guidance, as was shown in section 7.4.1. In turn, these arguments reveal how 
power and control of social media was again either accepted or contested between the 
local and national level as debates centred on who has internal legitimacy to govern and 
use social media in the police.  
7.5 Conclusion  
This chapter delved further into internal workings within the police organisation. This 
shows how internal dynamics within the police contribute to the dialogic nature of police 
legitimacy, as debates on internal legitimacy centred on how the police can enhance their 
legitimacy with citizens online. Police participants in the study disputed who should use 
social media and disagreed on how social media should be used within the police. This 
reflected discussions on expertise, hierarchy, and authority within the police. These 
considerations were studied on two levels. Firstly, the relationship between police officers 
and staff, and secondly, the relationship between the national level (Police Scotland and 
Central Communications) and the local level (police officers and staff based in Inchloch 
and Drumauld). Broadly speaking, there was support and disapproval across police 
officers and staff towards social media being used exclusively either by officers or staff. 
Likewise, there was support and tensions across Inchloch and Drumauld towards 
relationships with Police Scotland on the local and national level, as some officers and 
staff felt it was ‘business as usual’, whilst others felt localism had diminished since 
Scottish police reform in 2013.   
Much of the discussions in this chapter was on how power and control was enacted 
amongst officers and staff, as this was studied in connection to governance of social 
media. In Inchloch, police staff managed social media, whereas officers in Drumauld 
commanded social media. Furthermore, Central Communications contributed to a top-
down management structure, as they set national guidance for social media. However, 
current arrangements were either accepted or contested by officers and staff in the study. 
This featured an interplay between instrumental and normative considerations as well as 
attitudes towards policing in digital and physical spaces, as is discussed in the rest of this 
conclusion. For example, participants who accepted the authority of Police Scotland and 
Central Communications argued it was important to work towards national priorities. 
However, other participants criticised the authority of Police Scotland and Central 
Communications and contended that there was a lack of local control.  
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On the local level, one perspective asserted that police officers were proficient with an 
instrumental model of policing (linked to tackling crime) and community policing in 
physical spaces. Consequently, they were viewed as being best placed to use social media 
in the police. At the same time, arguments were also put forward for allowing only 
specific officers (including higher-ranking officers and officers who would be 
appropriate) to use social media. These officers would mitigate reputational risks, avoid 
scandals on social media, and thus safeguard police legitimacy. This was deemed 
necessary on account of the greater risks linked to communicating online compared to 
face-to-face with citizens. In addition, frontline police officers were expected to engage 
in ‘real police work’ linked to crime orientations in physical spaces. This connects to 
studies on police culture that show officers often favour crime-fighting roles (see Reiner, 
2010; Loftus, 2010). Community engagement in digital spaces was therefore not seen as 
a core duty for officers. On the other hand, other officers believed it was unfair to prevent 
junior ranking officers from using social media. This pointed to internal procedural justice 
linked to work by Tom Tyler (2014). This includes assessments on how officers are 
treated with dignity, respect, and fairness by police leaders. In a normative sense, this 
perspective argued that all officers should therefore be trusted within the police to use 
social media. This was perceived as being important given officers are trusted to 
communicate face-to-face with citizens.   
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8 Discussion 
8.1 Introduction 
This thesis provides an account of policing and social media in Scotland. A key objective 
was to apply procedural justice theory to the context of policing and social media as an 
adaptive theoretical framework was followed. However, the focus soon turned to police 
legitimacy during fieldwork and early data analysis, as the research findings centre on 
how legitimacy is negotiated externally between the police and citizens and internally 
within the police organisation. On the micro-level, police legitimacy is accepted and 
contested during encounters amongst police officers, police staff, and citizens. On the 
meso level, structural arrangements, policies, and priorities within the police organisation 
are debated across officers and staff. The research findings in the preceding chapters show 
that at the centre of police legitimacy on social media is police and citizen perceptions 
that depict an interplay between policing in physical and digital spaces, power dynamics, 
and interactions between instrumental and normative models of policing. These research 
findings closely align to the three original and significant contributions of the study to 
knowledge. Firstly, the study makes an empirical contribution to Bottoms and Tankebe’s 
(2012) dialogic approach to police legitimacy. Secondly, the study contributes to 
knowledge on Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) notion of power-holder legitimacy. Thirdly, 
the study contributes knowledge to procedural justice theory.   
Section 8.2 discusses the research findings of the study in connection to existing literature 
that was analysed in Chapter two and Chapter three. Section 8.3 shows how the research 
questions studied have been met. Section 8.4 highlights the significant and original 
contributions of the study to knowledge. Afterwards, section 8.5 re-examines the research 
design utilised and assesses its strengths and weaknesses. 
8.2 Discussion of the research findings in relation to extant knowledge  
The research findings presented in Chapters five, six, and seven show that police 
legitimacy is constructed both internally (within the police organisation) and externally 
(between the police and citizens) in accordance with people’s perceptions of policing in 
physical and digital spaces, power dynamics, and instrumental and normative models of 
policing. Each of these research findings are discussed next in relation to existing 
literature. Where relevant, the original and significant contributions of the study are 
mentioned. This includes contributions to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) dialogic 
approach, Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) notion of power-holder legitimacy, and 
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procedural justice theory. These original contributions are clearly highlighted later in 
section 8.4.  
8.2.1 Police legitimacy in physical and digital spaces 
The research findings show that police officers, police staff, and citizens’ assessments of 
police legitimacy on social media connect to how they understand policing in physical 
spaces. The research highlights how and when people assess police legitimacy within and 
between physical and digital spaces. This is important given existing research has 
examined police legitimacy in exclusively physical or digital spaces. For example, 
Chapter two and Chapter three highlighted a range of studies that have looked at police 
legitimacy during face-to-face encounters between the police and citizens (see for 
example Tom Tyler’s work, as is reported in pages 33-35 of the thesis) or in online 
settings (see for example Grimmelikhuijsen and Meijer (2015) in page 58 of the thesis). 
Consequently, the current study shows how people make sense of police legitimacy both 
online and offline and demonstrates how they are connected. The research findings show 
that people’s perceptions of police legitimacy on social media change depending on how 
they understand both the role of the police in physical spaces, and the nature of face-to-
face encounters between the police and citizens.   
For citizens, it is important that police officers generate rapport during face-to-face 
encounters with them. Citizens also view photographs uploaded to social media that 
depict police officers interacting with citizens as positive (see page 113) Akin to existing 
research that has found that citizens typically have limited interactions with the police 
(see for example Harkin, 2015), these perspectives in the study are based on few 
experiences of face-to-face contact with police officers. For police officers and staff, 
social media is viewed as being either an extension of policing in the physical world, or 
as separate. One perspective is that they can enhance police legitimacy online by using 
either formal or informal communication styles. Whereas other officers and staff believe 
that the police cannot create trust through social media and that only face-to-face 
encounters create close and personal relationships between the police and citizens (see 
page 120). This perspective aligns with Trojanowicz and Bucqueroux’s (1990, p.18) 
belief that positive encounters require a “human touch”. In addition, police officers also 
understand public scrutiny of the police on social media as being similar to criticism they 
experience during face-to-face encounters with some citizens. As well as this, officers 
and staff define their self-legitimacy to use social media within the police organisation 
according to their role in physical spaces. One perspective is that police officers have 
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internal legitimacy to use social media because of their authority in carrying out policing 
duties in physical spaces (see page 179).  
These research findings illustrate that people do not assess police legitimacy on social 
media in isolation, and that they instead draw on their understandings of policing offline. 
In this sense, police legitimacy on social media is in flux and rests on people’s perceptions 
of policing in the physical world. Police legitimacy will change depending on whether 
people see policing online as an extension to, or as different to what is expected offline. 
The original and significant contribution these research findings make to Bottoms and 
Tankebe’s (2012) dialogic approach, and their notion that police legitimacy resembles an 
ongoing conversation between the police and citizens, is discussed in section 8.4.1.  
8.2.2 Police legitimacy and debates about power 
The research findings show that power dynamics within the police organisation and 
between the police and citizens contribute to police legitimacy. To start with, the study 
confirms Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) argument that the police cultivate their power-
holder legitimacy and justify their authority. The research findings show that the police 
have power on social media because they can ‘push content’ and that they can also make 
decisions on which news stories to publish on their own social media accounts. For the 
police, using social media means that they can bypass the traditional media who do not 
always publish verbatim what the police want. This connects to Mawby’s (2010a) finding 
that police services in the UK experience difficulties with controlling their message 
through the traditional media, as was reported in chapter three of the thesis (page 50). 
However, the research findings also illustrate that this coincides with a belief amongst 
officers and staff that the police have legitimacy on social media on account of sharing 
‘accurate’ and ‘legitimate’ information with citizens (see pages 103-105). The feature of 
‘fake news’ and rumours’ on social media reinforces their right-to-rule belief. In 
particular, police officers and staff feel frustrated with unofficial news channels on social 
media that distribute inaccurate content. In connection to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) 
theorising, these findings show that the police validate their power-holder legitimacy on 
social media on account of viewing themselves as the holder of legitimate, accurate and 
truthful information.  
The research findings also confirm Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) notion that after the 
police cultivate their own sense of power, they will then make claims about their 
legitimacy to their audience. Existing research shows that police services have adopted 
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formal and informal styles of communication on social media (Denef et al., 2013). 
Building on this, the current study shows that these communication styles reflect police 
attempts to communicate power and establish power-holder legitimacy on social media. 
The research findings reveal disagreements within the police organisation about how the 
police should assert their power. Social media analysis shows that the police adopt either 
formal or informal styles of communication (see pages 124 and 129). Both of these 
communication styles are disputed within the police organisation in connection to the 
core functions of the police, communicating power, and how citizens justify police 
authority and power. In connection to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) theorising, this 
shows that the police make claims to their legitimacy with citizens using formal and 
informal styles of communication.  
However, the research findings reveal that competing perceptions of power-holder 
legitimacy exist within the police organisation. Central to these discussions are how 
police rank, individual persona, and police role (officer or staff) bestow people within the 
police organisation the power to utilise and organise police social practices. For example, 
Central Communications have a top-down management structure, and their role is either 
supported or disapproved by police officers and staff in Inchloch and Drumauld. In 
addition, one perspective within the police is that police officers have external legitimacy 
amongst citizens on account of their crime-fighting and community engagement roles, 
and this then gives them internal legitimacy to engage with citizens on social media (see 
pages 169-171). These perspectives tie in with Bullock’s (2018) finding that police 
services attempt to manage risk by controlling access to social media within the 
organisation, as was reported in page 61 of the thesis). These research findings connect 
to the second original and significant contribution of the study, reported in section 8.4.2, 
to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) notion of power-holder legitimacy by showing that 
power is contested within the police organisation in connection to social media (see pages 
202-203).    
Furthermore, the research findings demonstrate that citizens have the power on social 
media to scrutinise and criticise police messaging. This coincides with the emergence of 
‘citizen journalism’ as was reported in chapter three (page 55) that suggests citizens can 
now create and share their own stories about the police on social media platforms. As a 
result, police officers and staff feel frustrated at being unable to control users’ responses 
on social media. Social media is likened by police officials to an online ‘playground’ 
meaning that citizens adhere to different goals and rules from the police (see pages 161-
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162). As a result, police officials cannot control the conversation online. This is an 
original contribution because existing knowledge has viewed the police as the ‘power-
holders’ and citizens as the ‘audience’. For example, Harkin (2015, p.599) has previously 
noted that the “conversation’ is not equal: that authority (the police) is more resourced 
and better equipped to dominate discussion (over its audience)”. Section 8.4.2 further 
demonstrates the original and significant contribution of these research findings to 
conceptualising power-holder legitimacy.   
8.2.3 Police legitimacy and instrumental and normative models  
In each of the findings chapters, police legitimacy is discussed by participants in the study 
in connection to both an instrumental model of policing and a normative model. An 
instrumental model of policing views the police role as tackling crime and improving 
people’s safety (Sunshine and Taylor, 2003). A normative model of policing centres on 
how people are treated and the quality of their encounter (Tyler, 1990; Bradford et al., 
2015). Chapter two showed that much of the existing research has studied a normative 
policing model in terms of how the police are procedurally just with citizens during 
encounters (see page 34). Also referred to as procedural fairness, this highlights the 
importance of the police ensuring dialogue, impartiality, unbiased decision making, and 
listening to community concerns during encounters with citizens (Tyler, 2014).  
The research findings from the current study point to how citizens, police staff, and 
officers’ perceptions switch between fairness and controlling crime when they assess 
police legitimacy. Citizens expect the police to be honest during encounters (procedural 
justice) and in an instrumental sense they also expect the police to tackle their reported 
crimes (see pages 105-108). Comparable to citizens, police officers and staff draw on 
both an instrumental and a normative model of policing when they assess their encounters 
internally within the organisation and externally with citizens. For example, police 
officers describe their self-legitimacy in terms of their expertise in tackling crime 
(instrumental) (see pages 169-170). Therefore, denying officers access to social media is 
viewed as procedurally unjust and disrespectful to officers. Consequently, citizens, police 
officers, and police staff draw on both procedural justice and an instrumental model of 
policing when they assess police legitimacy.  
These research findings are significant because they show that people’ perceptions 
change between fairness and controlling crime when they describe police legitimacy. 
Therefore, only by understanding the interplay between these policing models in people’s 
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narratives is it possible to explain how people make sense of police legitimacy. This 
builds on existing literature that has for the most part attempted to find the best predictor 
of police legitimacy by testing a normative model against more crime fighting and 
instrumental police roles (see for example, Karakus, 2015). Instead, the current study 
shows that people refer to both procedural justice and an instrumental model when they 
discuss police legitimacy. Importantly, these research findings also demonstrate that 
citizens accept police legitimacy when the police conform to normative and instrumental 
models of policing. The original contribution these research findings make to procedural 
justice theory is discussed in section 8.4.3. 
8.3 How the research findings address the research questions  
Before delving further into how the research questions studied have been met, it is notable 
that police legitimacy and social media are understood both within the police organisation 
and by citizens in broadly similar ways. Police officers, police staff, and citizens share 
similar stories and exercise underlying thoughts and opinions that tie in with instrumental 
and normative models of policing, aspects of power, and the interplay between policing 
in physical and digital spaces. These similarities in terms of how police legitimacy is 
assessed also exist across case study areas in Scotland. Despite the ostensibly different 
characteristics between Inchloch and Drumauld in terms of geography, citizens’ 
confidence in the police reported through crime surveys, age, and SIMD profile, police 
legitimacy is discussed by police officers, police staff, and citizens in reference to each 
of these themes. The rest of this section outlines the research findings connected to each 
of the research questions of the study.  
RQ1: How is social media understood and utilised within the police in Scotland? 
In relation to the first research question, police officers and police staff understand police 
social media practices in instrumental and normative ways. These models of policing are 
cited interchangeably by officers and staff. For example, they debate if police accounts 
should communicate police successes in tackling crime (instrumental) and whether police 
accounts should have meaningful dialogue with citizens online (normative). The social 
media analysis carried out provide context to police narratives by highlighting police 
tweets that tie in with instrumental and normative models of policing (see pages 124 and 
129). In addition, instrumental and normative considerations influence who within the 
police organisation uses police social media accounts as officers and staff debate police 
roles in fighting crime. Furthermore, the way in which the police utilise social media is 
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shaped by power considerations on the national and local level in Scotland. Nationally, 
tensions exist at times between Corporate Communications and the police divisions. 
Locally, police officers and staff debate whether all officers, regardless of rank, should 
be allowed to use social media.  
RQ2: How is police use of social media understood by citizens? 
In connection to the second research question, police content on social media is also 
understood and assessed by citizens in instrumental and normative terms. For example, 
citizens either support or criticise police messaging about dealing with crime 
(instrumental) as well as police content that depict images of police horses and dogs and 
thus attempt to enhance the quality of encounter for citizens (normative). On account of 
being the power-holder of law and order, one perspective put forward by citizens argues 
that police communication via social media should be professional and formal (see page 
125). Another perspective contends that police content should be less formal and promote 
‘a friendly image’ of the police (see pages 131-132). In addition, citizens understand 
interactions between the police and citizens in physical and digital spaces in terms of 
‘quality of treatment’. They support content uploaded to social media by the police that 
shows positive encounters between police officers and citizens. They also express an 
enthusiasm and an appetite towards having positive encounters face-to-face with the same 
officers in their area over time. 
RQ3: How does police use of social media tie in with crime control and police 
legitimacy?   
In connection to the third research question, police legitimacy became the primary focus 
of the study. This is because police and citizen narratives centre on police authority. The 
study shows that at the core of police legitimacy in the arena of social media is police and 
citizen perceptions that illustrate an interplay between policing in physical and digital 
spaces, power dynamics, and interactions between instrumental and normative models of 
policing. Specifically, police legitimacy was discussed in each of the findings chapters in 
relation to encounters between the police and citizens as well as encounters within the 
police organisation. Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) dialogic approach to legitimacy 
provides a useful framework for understanding the relational features between and within 
police and citizen perspectives.  
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8.4 Significant and original contribution to knowledge 
The study makes three significant and original contributions to knowledge. These 
contributions build on the discussion in section 8.2 (pages 194-199). Firstly, the research 
findings make an empirical contribution to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) dialogic 
approach to police legitimacy. Secondly, the research findings make a contribution to 
Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) notion of power-holder legitimacy. Thirdly, the research 
findings make a contribution to knowledge about police legitimacy and procedural justice 
theory. Each of these contributions are discussed in the following sections. 
8.4.1 Contribution to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) dialogic approach to police 
legitimacy 
Research findings from the study provide an original and significant theoretical 
contribution to knowledge on Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) dialogic approach to police 
legitimacy. The authors put forward the notion that police legitimacy resembles an 
ongoing conversation between the police and citizens, whereby citizens will accept and 
contest police legitimacy over time. However, Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) dialogic 
approach to police legitimacy had yet to be fully explored in empirical research. Instead, 
existing research analysed in Chapter two of the thesis have for the most part tested the 
impact of policing models on citizens’ perceptions of police legitimacy. Accordingly, this 
is the first piece of empirical research to provide an original contribution to the dialogic 
nature of police legitimacy, by showing how police legitimacy is in flux. A dialogic 
approach provides a lens for illustrating how police legitimacy is constructed through 
social media. This process is explored in more detail in the following paragraphs in 
connection to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) theorising.  
The study confirms Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) theoretical argument that police 
legitimacy is in flux as citizens accept and challenge police authority. Bottoms and 
Tankebe (2012) refer only to face-to-face encounters between criminal justice workers 
and citizens. However, the current study shows that police legitimacy is in flux as citizens 
accept and contest police legitimacy online based on their understanding of policing 
during face-to-face encounters. In other words, police legitimacy changes depending on 
how people understand the role of the police in physical and digital spaces. One 
perspective is that informal communication styles used by the police on social media must 
be reflected during face-to-face encounters between police officers and citizens (see page 
137). For others, the police can only enhance its legitimacy during face-to-face encounters 
arguing that the online sphere does not facilitate close and personable interactions (see 
 
202 
 
page 120). Furthermore, police officers also understand public scrutiny of the police on 
social media as a reflection of current criticism and at times unjust treatment they 
experience in physical spaces during face-to-face encounters with some citizens. For 
example, police officers during fieldwork attempted to be out of sight of citizens when 
having rests as they felt that they would be criticised for not ‘working’ (see pages 156-
158). These research findings are significant because they demonstrate that despite the 
growing presence of the police on social media in recent years, people still make sense of 
police legitimacy in connection to face-to-face encounters.   
Furthermore, the study confirms Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) claim that police officers 
recognise public rejection of their legitimacy before attempting to reassert their authority. 
The research shows that officers and staff internalise negative scrutiny by citizens about 
the police on social media. In these cases, police staff and officers’ sense of self-
legitimacy does not lessen as they instead look to manage negative comments. This 
involves officers and staff responding directly to criticism made by citizens about the 
police online, as well as removing inflammatory comments (see pages 160-164). In doing 
this, police officers and staff attempt to regain control of social media, and try to reassert 
their legitimacy. This is a significant contribution to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) 
dialogic approach because it shows that the police continually seek legitimacy from 
citizens and attempt to maintain this over time. As these examples show, police officers 
and staff grapple for authority on social media and will defy opinions expressed by 
citizens that damage police legitimacy.     
8.4.2 Contribution to conceptualising power-holder legitimacy  
The original and significant contribution of the study to knowledge on power-holder 
legitimacy discussed here builds on section 8.2.2 which highlighted the research findings 
connected to power dynamics. The study contributes new knowledge to conceptualising 
power-holder legitimacy by illustrating the relative nature of power within the police 
organisation and between the police and citizens on social media, as power is displayed 
in different ways. This is an original contribution because Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) 
notion of power-holder legitimacy views the police as the ‘power-holders’ and citizens 
as the ‘audience’. Indeed, Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) refer to ‘power-holder 
legitimacy’ as the level of confidence police officials have in their own authority. The 
authors argue that police legitimacy is built upon unequal power relations between the 
police and citizens with the police found to assert and justify their authority over citizens.   
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However, the current study shows that power-holder legitimacy is fractured and contested 
across officers and staff in the police organisation. The research findings demonstrate that 
rival claims to power-holder legitimacy are made on different levels within the police 
organisation in connection to police social media practices. On the meso-level, this 
reflects structural debates in terms of how social media are governed and organised. On 
the micro level, power is exercised during encounters within the division amongst police 
officers and staff as they debate who has authority to dictate local police social media 
practices. For example, one perspective is that higher ranks in the police should control 
police social media practices in order to mitigate potential risks (see pages 171-173). 
These research findings are significant because they show that officers and staff compete 
for self-legitimacy and authority within the organisation to govern social media.  
This research further contributes new knowledge about power-holder legitimacy by 
showing that citizens display more power over the police on social media. This is an 
original contribution because it shows that the police are not the sole power-holders, as 
Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) notion suggests. The current study shows that the police 
struggle to dominate the conversation on social media, as citizens have power to scrutinise 
and at times criticise police messaging, and thus challenge police legitimacy. In doing 
this, citizens can shift the conversation away from staff and officers’ attempts to enhance 
police legitimacy. Social media analysis found that users challenge police activity, for 
example in relation to the policing of football matches, and some users also ridicule the 
appearance of police officers (see pages 150-151). Consequently, police officers and staff 
endeavour to manage negative scrutiny of the police. These strategies attempt to regain 
power and reassert police legitimacy online and include, amongst others, responding to 
negative comments or removing such remarks. However, others within the police 
organisation also argue that social media provides a space for people to challenge police 
authority and in turn they believe that the police should not have a presence online (see 
page 163). These research findings are significant because they show that police staff and 
officers engage in a constant battle to gain power and control online. A key feature of 
social media outlined in Chapter three is that the police can communicate from one 
account to many (page 51). However, this also means that users have more power over 
the police and can challenge police authority.  
8.4.3 Contribution to procedural justice theory  
This study contributes new knowledge to procedural justice theory because it 
demonstrates how police officers and staff feel that citizens are procedurally just and fair 
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towards them during encounters. These perceptions of procedural justice also feature 
alongside perceptions of an instrumental model of policing. This is an original 
contribution because procedural justice theory has to date only been applied to illustrate 
encounters between the police and citizens from a citizen’s perspective, as was 
highlighted in Chapter three (page 63). This includes much of Tom Tyler’s work (1990; 
1997; 2014) that has conducted research with citizens in order to uncover how they form 
their perceptions of police legitimacy. The research findings show that police officers and 
staff assess their encounters in the same ways as citizens by alluding to instrumental and 
normative models of policing. Police officials feel it is ‘just treatment’ when police 
officers get the support of citizens for having breaks and rests in public spaces (normative) 
(see pages 145-147). Conversely, they believe it is unjust when citizens disapprove of 
police officers having breaks in public spaces (see pages 156-158). This connects to a 
perception amongst officers that they are criticised by some citizens who believe that they 
should instead be tackling crime (instrumental). Social media analysis provides context 
to these perceptions by showing that users either support or criticise the police based on 
these models (see pages 150-151). This is an original contribution because it demonstrates 
that police officers and staff make judgements about how citizens treat them with fairness 
during encounters. This is significant because it means that both the police and citizens 
assess their encounters in terms of fairness.  
These research findings also highlight an interplay between procedural justice 
considerations with more crime-fighting policing roles in police and citizen narratives. 
This is an original contribution because existing research has studied procedural justice 
and an instrumental model as distinct concepts meaning that they have largely overlooked 
how they interact in people’s stories (see for example Karakus, 2015). Whereas much of 
the existing research on procedural justice have used quantitative surveys, the qualitative 
approach used in the current study conveys how and when people’s perceptions of 
procedural justice connect to a more instrumental model of policing. For example, pages 
108-110 show that citizens associate respect with officers being respectful during 
encounters (procedural justice) and when officers are adjudged to be within reason to 
target people to investigate crime and disorder (instrumental). Whereas the former 
denotes treatment by the police, the latter centres on distributive justice and arguments 
on how the police distribute resources. This is a significant contribution to procedural 
justice theory because it shows how other factors are important alongside perceptions of 
fairness in how citizens assess police legitimacy. The interplay between these models 
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captures how citizens accept and contest police legitimacy, as citizens grant the police 
legitimacy when they are both procedurally just and tackle crime. In other words, people’s 
perceptions switch between fairness and crime-fighting policing roles when they assess 
police legitimacy. This, therefore means that procedural justice does not exist 
independently in people’s narratives but is instead connected to their attitudes of crime 
and safety.  
8.5 Assessment of the research design  
This study followed an adaptive theoretical approach, predominantly qualitative 
methodology, and flexible case study research design. This offers important 
methodological contributions for researching in both physical and digital spaces. The 
study demonstrates that there are a number of benefits in using adaptive theory. When the 
study was initiated in 2015, adaptive theory had not been used in criminology and policing 
research. A key strength in using adaptive theory was that it provided a strong theoretical 
underpinning to the research. Existing theory studied from the beginning of the project 
on instrumental and normative models of policing were revised in accordance with data 
collection and analysis. The current study also shows that adaptive theory is particularly 
relevant in large-scale projects. This project used a range of data sources (interviews, 
participant observation, focus groups, and social media analysis); captured different 
perspectives (police officers, police staff, and citizens); and included a range of case study 
locations (Inchloch, Drumauld, and Central Communications). Adaptive theory provided 
a flexible framework for researching with the police, citizens, and online as the research 
findings were informed by both existing theory on police and citizen encounters and 
empiricism with new data collected.  
In addition, the qualitative methodology used in the current study developed an 
understanding of how and when different models of policing feature in people’s 
narratives. This is important given existing studies to date on police legitimacy and 
procedural justice have been largely quantitative (Harkin, 2015). As a result, research to 
date has predominantly measured and quantified attitudes to do with instrumental and 
normative models of policing. Instead, the qualitative approach offered in this current 
study reveals the interplay between these models. On account of using a largely 
qualitative methodology, it was possible to uncover how and when people assess police 
legitimacy using instrumental and normative models. Altogether, this shows how police 
legitimacy can be studied using qualitative approaches and also how these methods can 
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add to understandings of the ways people assess and justify the right of the police to 
exercise authority.  
A strength of the study was that both police and citizen perspectives were captured using 
a variety of methods, including semi-structured interviews, participant observation, focus 
groups, and social media analysis. In doing this, both police and citizen perspectives were 
studied. As a result, it was possible to compare attitudes within and between these groups. 
This was important given much research on police legitimacy and procedural justice has 
focused on citizen perspectives. Therefore, participant observation and semi-structured 
interviews generated an understanding of how police officers and staff view their own 
internal legitimacy as well as how they respond to public scrutiny and criticism. The latter 
pointed to how procedural justice is understood from a police perspective. An advantage 
of this approach was that observation provided a useful context for informing interviews 
with police officers and staff. However, a disadvantage was that much of the analysis 
reported in the research centred on interview data, as these interviews further explored 
key themes identified in more detail. In addition, much of the research in the current study 
captured police perspectives. In total, 41 interviews and 134 hours participant observation 
were spent with police officers and staff, and four focus groups were conducted with 22 
citizens. 
Finally, this study shows how police and citizen communication on social media 
platforms can be studied. Existing studies have thus far have focused on how the police 
use social media, and the type of content produced by police accounts as was shown in 
Chapter three. Conversely, this research captures engagement between the police and 
citizens. Schreier’s (2014) qualitative content analysis approach offers a useful way of 
studying text on social media. An advantage of this approach was that it provided a 
context for explaining police and citizen narratives online, as data gathered from 
observations, interviews, and focus groups was used to make sense of tweets by the police 
and users. This method has elements of both deductive and inductive analysis. 
Consequently, it was possible to approach data analysis with themes in mind, whilst 
allowing new themes to emerge from the data. This meant that themes generated from 
semi-structured interviews, participant observation, and focus groups were deductively 
studied online. At the same time, inductive analysis of social media data allowed for a 
deeper understanding of these themes, as sub-themes were then created. This approach is 
particularly relevant to adaptive theory, as its central objective is to develop existing 
theory. However, a disadvantage linked to the online analysis conducted was that it relied 
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upon the researcher being able to discern meaning from users’ tweets. This was often 
difficult when tweets were not adjudged to directly tie in with themes generated from 
fieldwork. Only by following up and asking these users to explain their tweets would it 
be possible to fully understand their perceptions. Nevertheless, the qualitative content 
analysis approach taken provided context to police and citizen perceptions shared during 
fieldwork.  
8.6 Conclusion  
This chapter discussed the research findings in connection to extant knowledge. The 
research findings demonstrate that police and citizen assessments of police legitimacy on 
social media feature interactions between instrumental and normative models of policing, 
power dynamics within the police organisation and between the police and citizens, and 
an interplay between police legitimacy in physical and digital spaces. In terms of the 
research questions studied, police officers, police staff, and citizens understand policing, 
police legitimacy and social media in similar ways as they refer to policing in physical 
and digital spaces, power dynamics, and instrumental and normative policing models.  
The study makes three original and significant contributions to knowledge. First of all, 
this study confirms Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) dialogic approach to police legitimacy 
that police legitimacy is in flux and resembles an ongoing conversation between the police 
and citizens. Citizens accept and contest police legitimacy on social media in accordance 
with how they understand policing in physical spaces. At the same time, the police 
attempt to reassert their legitimacy online when citizens challenge police authority. 
Second of all, the study contributes to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) portrayal of the 
police as being the main power-holders. The research findings show that power is 
contested within the police organisation, as officers and staff compete for internal 
legitimacy to use social media. Furthermore, citizens have more power over the police on 
social media to scrutinise and challenge police content, as the police struggle to control 
the conversation online. Third of all, this study makes a contribution to procedural justice 
theory by illustrating that police officers and staff also assess how citizens are 
procedurally just and fair towards them during encounters. Perceptions of fairness feature 
interchangeably with perceptions of an instrumental model of policing in police and 
citizen narratives.  
The final section scrutinised the research design, and assessed its strengths and 
limitations. Much of the discussion in this chapter is developed in connection to future 
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research avenues in the next chapter. As well as this, the significance of these research 
findings is further discussed in connection to the implications for police and practice (see 
pages 212-217).  
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9 Conclusion  
9.1 Introduction  
This chapter starts by summarising the research findings of the study. The next section 
outlines the contributions this thesis makes to knowledge. The chapter then outlines future 
research avenues for studying policing and social media. This section shows that further 
research should be conducted with citizens of different ages. Research has yet to examine 
young people’s attitudes towards police use of social media, as the current study was also 
conducted with adults aged 18-years and older. As well as this, future research should 
capture engagement by ‘official’ and ‘unofficial’ police social media accounts, as the 
current study focused largely on the former. The chapter concludes by discussing the 
implications of the research findings for future policy and practice.  
9.2 Summary of the research findings  
Citizens accept and challenge different police styles on social media, as the police also 
carefully counter and manage negative scrutiny. Findings in this thesis also reveal few 
differences between police and citizen narratives as well as between case study areas 
studied, despite their ostensibly different attributes (including level of deprivation, and 
citizens’ confidence in the police). Instead, similar narratives exist across these groups 
and locations as police legitimacy is assessed in connection to three main themes. Firstly, 
police officers, police staff, and citizens refer to an interplay between policing in physical 
and digital spaces (as discussed in pages 195-196). Secondly, power dynamics feature 
internally within relationships in the police and externally between the police and citizens 
(as discussed in pages 196-198). For example, this thesis shows congruence and at times 
tensions within the police, as police officers and police staff on the local and national 
level attempt to control how social media is used within the police organisation. Thirdly, 
police officers, police staff, and citizens refer to instrumental and normative models of 
policing interchangeably in connection to how they make sense of encounters (as 
discussed in pages 198-199). For police officers and staff, elements of these models are 
also used to construct their self-legitimacy in terms of how they view their own authority 
within the police organisation to use social media. 
9.3 Summary of the contribution to knowledge  
The study makes three original and significant contributions to knowledge. Firstly, the 
study is the first to provide empirical support to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) dialogic 
approach to police legitimacy (as discussed in pages 201-202). Police legitimacy on social 
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media emerges from an ongoing conversation within the police organisation, and between 
the police and citizens. At times, citizens challenge police legitimacy on social media in 
connection to how they understand policing in physical spaces, and in response police 
officers and staff attempt to reassert their own legitimacy. This is significant because it 
shows that citizens still make sense of police legitimacy in connection to face-to-face 
encounters, and that the police continually make claims about their legitimacy on social 
media.  
Secondly, the study contributes to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) notion of power-holder 
legitimacy by illustrating the relative nature of power within the police organisation and 
between the police and citizens (as discussed in pages 202-203). This is an original 
contribution because Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) regard the police as the ‘power-
holders’ and citizens as the ‘audience’. These research findings are significant because 
they demonstrate that police officers and staff grapple for power and legitimacy within 
the organisation to use social media. However, citizens also have more power over the 
police on social media and can challenge police authority online. Consequently, police 
staff and officers engage in a constant battle to gain power and control online. 
Thirdly, the study contributes new knowledge to procedural justice theory by illustrating 
that police officers and staff also judge how citizens are procedurally just and fair towards 
them during encounters (as discussed in pages 203-205). This is an original contribution 
because existing research on procedural justice has largely focused on citizen 
perspectives during encounters with the police. The research findings show that officers 
and staff feel frustrated when citizens are critical or defamatory about the police 
organisation and police officers. This is significant because it illustrates that both the 
police and citizens assess the nature of their encounters in terms of procedural justice.  
Furthermore, perceptions of fairness feature interchangeably with perceptions of crime-
fighting police roles in police and citizen stories. This is an original contribution because 
existing research on procedural justice has overlooked how perceptions of fairness 
interact with perceptions of crime-fighting police roles in people’s narratives This is 
significant as well because it shows that people switch between procedural justice and an 
instrumental model of policing when they scrutinise police legitimacy.  
9.4 Future research avenues  
The strengths and limitations outlined in section 8.5 point to new opportunities for further 
research on police and citizen communication on social media. To start with, further 
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research is needed in order to provide a fuller understanding of citizens’ perspectives. 
This study provides an insight into how citizens understand policing and social media as 
part of group interaction. Therefore, further research should delve into people’s histories, 
thoughts, and opinions. In particular, conducting interviews with citizens would provide 
a deeper understanding of their stories about policing. For example, citizens refer to the 
idea of their relationship with their local police in the past as being close, whereas they 
feel that the police and citizens today are more distant (see pages 115-116). Accordingly, 
one-to-one interviews would allow the researcher to delve further into these experiences 
of policing over time.  
In addition, further research should be conducted with young people in order to capture 
their attitudes towards policing and social media. The current study was conducted 
exclusively with adults aged 18-years and older. Ofcom (2018) report that those aged 16-
24 years old are the most likely to use social media. The House of Commons Science and 
Technology Committee (2019) also state that almost 95% of 15-year olds use social media 
either before or after school. In the current study, males in Inchloch state that they will 
not follow or engage with the police on social media through fear of being ridiculed by 
their peers (see pages 116-118). Consequently, further research should examine young 
people’s perceptions of the police in digital spaces. For the police, it is vital that young 
people are responsive to police content on social media in order to ensure their 
cooperation and assistance in dealing with crime. For young people, their voices should 
also be heard by the police so that the police can be responsive to their perceptions, needs, 
and expectations.  
Furthermore, this study raises important considerations for further exploring police 
visibility and police legitimacy on social media. Policing studies to date have largely 
focused on how legitimacy is established during face-to-face encounters. These studies 
typically refer to encounters between ‘power-holders’ and their immediate ‘audience’ 
(see for example, Bottoms and Tankebe, 2012). However, perspectives in the current 
study suggest police encounters with citizens on social media are visible to a much larger 
audience. In this sense, the police communicate from one-to-many on social media as 
police content and messages can be seen by a vast number of internet users. Consequently, 
future research should explore how visibility on social media is understood by police 
officers, staff, and citizens, and should recognise the implications for this on democratic 
and citizen-focused policing.  
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In relation to social media analysis, future research should examine ‘unofficial’ police 
social media accounts in more detail. The current research focused exclusively on 
‘official’ police Twitter accounts that were endorsed by Police Scotland. However, during 
fieldwork ‘unofficial’ (also referred to as ‘rogue’) Twitter accounts were operated by 
police officers and staff in Inchloch and Drumauld that were not sanctioned on the 
national level (see page 190). This includes an account featuring roads policing content, 
and another set-up in the name of a local police officer. Therefore, it is pertinent to further 
explore if and how these accounts contribute to police legitimacy, as well as citizen-
focused and democratic policing. As well as this, the social media analysis focused 
exclusively on the online platform Twitter. At the time of fieldwork, there were official 
police accounts on Facebook, YouTube, and Instagram. Some of these platforms feature 
more visual subject matter, including images, videos, and emojis. These features were not 
studied in the current project as the social media analysis instead focused on written 
content. In turn, it is relevant to examine visual features linked to digital police 
communication.  
Further research is also needed in order to better understand police practices on social 
media over time. In the current study, social media analysis spanned six months from 
November 2016 to January 2017, and June 2017 to August 2017. Whilst this coincided 
with when fieldwork was carried out in Central Communications, Inchloch, and 
Drumauld, many of these accounts have existed since the inception of Police Scotland in 
2013. Therefore, longitudinal research would show how the relationship between the 
police and citizens evolves over time online. This is especially important as organisations 
often engage in stability and change when using technology (Williams and Pollock, 
2012). Finally, social media analysis centred on exploring themes generated from 
fieldwork. This meant that only responses to police posts by users that denoted either 
support or negative scrutiny and criticism were analysed. The social media analysis 
therefore somewhat mirrored sentiment analysis, as users’ responses that were not 
positive or negative were excluded. As a result, future analysis should understand the 
different ways users respond to police content on social media. Overall, this therefore 
highlights the opportunities to further explore communication between the police and 
citizens online.  
9.5 Implications for policy and practice  
Findings from this thesis raise a number of implications for policy and practice on 
policing, police use of social media, citizen-focused policing, and democratic policing. In 
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relation to policy, this thesis highlights the importance of both instrumental and normative 
models of policing. Citizens convey support for both of these models. For example, 
citizens expect to be treated fairly and with respect by police officers during encounters 
(normative). This includes citizens in the study who support having informal encounters 
with police officers, for example in relation to having their photograph taken with officers 
(see page 157). At the same time, citizens expect the police to tackle their reported crimes 
and do not consent to being ‘unfairly targeted’ by the police (instrumental). Citizens’ 
expectations towards policing switch between these models. For the police, this highlights 
the importance of working towards both instrumental and normative goals.  
Whilst engagement with citizens continues to be a key policing priority in Scottish policy 
(see Police Scotland (2017) financial cuts to policing means that police officers spend 
less time in communities engaging with citizens than in the past (Hamilton-Smith et al., 
2014). On a similar note, police officers in the current study feel that dialogue with 
citizens is impractical during face-to-face and online encounters because of time 
constraints (see pages 121-122). Consequently, police officers need more time than they 
currently have in order to be able to engage effectively with citizens. This is all the more 
important given that the key premise of citizen-focused policing and democratic policing 
centres on having a close relationship between the police and citizens.  
In connection to practice, this thesis has implications for policing on the national, 
divisional, and local level in Scotland. The introduction of this thesis in Chapter one 
pointed to how changes since reform have affected the delivery of policing (see pages 16-
20). The study found both congruence and tensions between Police Scotland and the 
divisions studied. One perspective by police officers and staff in Inchloch and Drumauld 
asserts that it is ‘business as usual’ since police reform, as they suggest local practices 
have not changed (see page 186). Others support national guidance and in particular 
express their approval towards standing operating procedures or ‘SOPs’ as they suggest 
that these help officers to carry out their duties.  Fellow police officers and staff argue it 
is important to work towards national policies and priorities. They support top-down 
management by Police Scotland and champion national goals set by Police Scotland.  
However, others in Inchloch and Drumauld feel a loss of power to make decisions on the 
local level. This includes criticism of standard operating procedures (SOPs) as they argue 
that these obstruct police officers from using their own expertise in a local context. On a 
similar note, some police staff in Central Communications identify issues with divisions 
taking complete ownership of social media. Instead, they feel that divisions should align 
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their campaigns with national protocol (see pages 187-188). However, community 
policing literature highlights the importance of officers having autonomy to both make 
decisions and respond to local needs (Cordner, 2014). Elsewhere, granting police officers 
the ability to use discretion has been linked to enhancing citizens’ perceptions of the 
police (Hamilton-Smith et al., 2014) and compliance (Ericson, 2005). In turn, it is 
imperative that police social media practices within Police Scotland enable officers on 
the local level to make decisions so that they can effectively engage with people in their 
area. In this sense, local campaigns should be supported within Police Scotland when they 
respond to local needs, and help to facilitate citizen-focused policing and democratic 
policing by bringing the police and citizens closer together. Addressing these frustrations 
held by police officers and staff within divisions is key to achieving democratic policing 
within the organisation. This necessitates that there should be positive relationships 
amongst police employees (Marenin, 1998). Therefore, it is imperative there is consensus 
between the national and local level in Scottish policing.  
At the divisional level, this thesis shows that Inchloch and Drumauld must modernise 
their information computer technology. Police participants encountered during fieldwork 
were prevented from making effective use of social media on account of inadequate 
technology in the police. Police officers and staff in the study use slow-operating 
computer systems and there are limited numbers of mobile devices in both case study 
areas. This in turn, prevents them from using social media as part of their daily roles. In 
turn, police officers need better electronic devices in order to engage effectively with 
citizens online. The recent three-year Police Scotland contract with mobile operator EE 
“to supply mobile services” across divisions in Scotland offers promise in terms of giving 
officers and staff the necessary tools to be able to use social media (Police Scotland, 
2019).  
In addition, divisions need to review how social media is organised within the police in 
terms of access. The study shows that in some cases only officers who are of a high rank 
or are adjudged ‘appropriate’ are permitted to use social media in the police. Instead, 
democratic policing and citizen-focused policing principles should guide access to social 
media. These approaches centre on bringing the police and citizens closer together as 
citizens’ voices, needs, and expectations should be heard in order for policing to be 
conducted with and not on citizens. Consequently, police officers and staff with roles that 
tie in with how policing is carried out across localities should be given access to social 
media. For example, community police officers are viewed by some police officers as 
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providing residents with a specific point of contact (see page 112-113). Drumauld 
residents also express their support towards engaging with community police officers 
whom they are familiar with (see pages 112-113). Therefore, it is imperative citizens are 
able to interact with these officers online, as this will foster a closer relationship between 
the police and citizens. In doing this, citizens will have the opportunity to contribute to 
policing decisions. Bayley and Shearing (1991, p.591) have argued that police services 
need to move away from the “quasi-military management model, based on ranks and a 
hierarchical chain of command” in order to be fit for modern policing purposes. In relation 
to social media, this means giving access to officers and staff based on their role in the 
police and not rank.   
Future training will need to address some of the challenges and concerns identified in the 
study. Young recruits in particular are adjudged to be fearful of using social media. Police 
officers feel that they are apprehensive about potential risks. Social media is also 
perceived by others as the ‘devil’s work’ and is seen as a place where crime and deviance 
occur (see page 176). Additionally, police officers are also hesitant about engaging in 
dialogue with citizens on social media. This is detrimental to citizen-focused and 
democratic policing as citizens should be able to contribute to local policing. 
Furthermore, some police staff assert how police officers are not proficient in using social 
media. They argue that officers do not understand the ‘sensitivities’ associated with police 
content as officers are also seen to use social media inadequately by broadcasting ‘big 
long-winded statements’ (see page 184). In Inchloch division, police staff are found to 
govern social media practices locally. However, it is imperative officers are involved in 
police social media practices in order to facilitate close workings and to be able to build 
familiarity between the police and citizens online. Accessibility and responsiveness are 
key features of democratic policing (Marenin, 1998). Therefore, police officers are 
required to contribute to police social media practices, and they must also listen to 
community needs. This is all the more important given the evolving digitalisation facet 
of people’s daily lives (Ofcom, 2018) as social media platforms bestow citizens with the 
opportunity to engage with the police and contribute to the delivery of policing. 
Therefore, in order for the police to make effective use of social media, police officers 
across rank and years of service need training on the benefits of social media, and also 
need to know how social media can serve democratic policing goals.  
However, the police will also need to safeguard and protect police officers’ right to 
privacy on social media. Some police officers in the study are fearful about having their 
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image and identity shared on social media and do not want to be photographed by citizens 
during face-to-face encounters (see page 158). Other officers feel that all officers should 
expect to be visible across all forms of media and should allow citizens to take their 
photograph in order to enable community policing (see pages 158-159). However, being 
photographed or sharing one’s identity is not in itself citizen-focused policing or 
democratic policing. Instead, these models are about having a close relationship between 
the police and citizens as policing should be carried out with citizens. Therefore, whilst it 
is important police officers engage with citizens, their right to privacy must also be 
safeguarded. The importance of safeguarding police officers’ right to privacy on social 
media is all the more paramount given this study found derogatory remarks are made by 
some users about individual officers on Twitter. Specifically, social media analysis 
showed examples of how some users are abusive towards individual police officers online 
(see page 151). If this could be detrimental to officers’ wellbeing, then these officers 
should be helped and provided additional assistance within the organisation. For the 
police, this therefore means accepting officers’ right to privacy on social media. This 
could entail using a Twitter account that is in the name of the police service and not the 
officer’s personal name as already happens in both Inchloch and Drumauld. Similarly, 
this should involve granting police officers with the right to choose whether their personal 
information and identity is shared on police Twitter accounts.  
On the local level, this thesis brings together a range of different ways officers and staff 
can use social media. This includes formal and informal styles of communication as well 
as communicating trust, respect, social bonds, and having dialogue. However, police 
officers and staff should be guided by democratic and citizen-focused principles of 
policing. This includes deciding how best to facilitate citizen participation in policing. 
For example, if citizens do not understand text that somewhat resembles ‘police speak’ 
then it is imperative the police change to a language that is easily understood, as this will 
mean that citizens can contribute to police priorities and solutions. Equally, this research 
suggests police use of social media should reflect both instrumental and normative models 
of policing. Citizens in this study expect the police to tackle crime (instrumental) and to 
treat them fairly during encounters (normative). How police officers and staff secure 
democratic policing through social media will likely change across space and time. This 
idea is supported by Marenin (1998) who argues that democratic policing should reflect 
the particular context in which policing operates. These decisions should be made by 
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police officers and staff on the local level based on their expertise, as is a key premise of 
community policing (Cordner, 2014).   
9.6 Conclusion  
Today, a vast majority of adults in the UK use the internet, and have a presence on social 
media (Ofcom, 2018). For the police, social media platforms provide opportunities to aid 
operational policing and to also enhance its reputation. For citizens, social media gives 
rise to the prospect of engaging with the police online, and in turn having their needs 
listened to by the police. However, these outcomes rest on citizens’ cooperating and 
complying with the police, as well as there being a willingness within the police 
organisation to engage meaningfully with citizens. Therefore, legitimacy is an important 
determinant to effective policing as the police require citizens to both recognise and 
justify police authority. Accordingly, the overall aim of this study was to explore police 
and citizen communication on social media within a Scottish context.   
The research findings show that police legitimacy is understood by police officers, police 
staff, and citizens in connection to an interplay between policing in physical and digital 
spaces, power dynamics, and interactions between instrumental and normative models of 
policing. These research findings connect to the three original and significant 
contributions the study makes to knowledge. Firstly, the study offers empirical support to 
Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) notion that police legitimacy is characterised by an 
ongoing conversation that takes place within the police organisation and between the 
police and citizens. Police legitimacy is accepted and challenged in terms of how citizens 
understand the role of the police in physical spaces. As well as this, the police attempt to 
reassert their legitimacy when this is challenged by citizens on social media. Secondly, 
the study contributes knowledge to Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) notion of power-
holder legitimacy by illustrating that power is contested within the police organisation in 
connection to police social media practices, and that citizens have more power over the 
police on social media. Thirdly, the study contributes knowledge to procedural justice 
theory by demonstrating that police officers and staff also evaluate their encounters in 
terms of how citizens are procedurally just and fair towards them. Perceptions of fairness 
feature alongside attitudes of crime-fighting police roles in police and citizen narratives. 
People switch between procedural justice and an instrumental model of policing when 
they narrate police legitimacy.   
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Appendix 1: Example of themes for observation with police officers and staff 
 
Nature of police-citizen communication via social media  
Day-to-day practices  
(1) What tasks are they involved in? 
(2) Where does social media fit in?  
     a. where is social media used? When? How much time is spent using social media?  
(3) How do they use social media?  
      a. What type of information is communicated via social media? Where does this come 
from? 
      b. What decisions are factored/made?  
      c. What do they do if they receive a notification? i.e. how do they respond?  When?  
(4) Who is involved in the use of social media?  
      a. In what ways?  
(5) How do they interact with users via social media?  
      a. When? Why? How do they monitor comments? (i.e. what do they do when users   
           interact?) When?  
(6) How do they feel in relation to using social media? 
 
Tie in with legitimacy  
(7) Why is social media used? 
            a. What are the goals and objectives when using social media? 
            b. When are these goals and objectives met? 
(8) In what ways does decision-making and practices reflect instrumental factors? 
            a. Police performance (i.e. police effectiveness, visibility)    
            b. Risk (i.e. detection) 
            c. Distributive justice (distributing sources across social media accounts) 
(9) In what ways does decision-making and practices reflect procedural justice?  
            a. Two-way dialogue?  
            b. Unprejudiced through transparency and unbiased decision making? 
            c. Dignity and politeness?  
            d. trustworthiness?  
 
Policing audience  
Police audience in general 
(10) What types of person(s) do police officials interact with?   
           a. In what ways? When?  
 
Policing audience on social media  
(11) Who interacts with their police social media account(s)? 
             a. Where do these users come from?  
(12) In what ways are citizens factored into their processes for using social media?  
             a. When does this happen? Who is involved? Why is this done?  
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Appendix 2: Example of semi-structured interview schedule conducted with police 
officers and staff 
 
Biography 
(1) Do you want to start by outlining your role and rank in Police Scotland?  
Probe- time as an officer? In relation to social media? When? How did you get involved? 
Why?   
Thoughts on the role of the police?  
 
Local area 
(2) Can you tell me about the local area you are a police officer/official in?  
Probe- The people in the area? Police and public relations? Crime in the area? 
 
Social media 
 (3) What do you think of police use of social media? 
Probe- communication between the police and public via social media?  
 
 
Second part  
Nature of police-citizen communication and audience  
Communication between the police and citizens in general 
(4) Can you give me examples of the ways the police and its officers communicate with 
the public?  
Probe- How? When? Why? Quality of these contacts? What are the expectations on 
officers from within the police?  
(5) Now if we refer back to these ways, can I ask who the police typically interact with? 
Probe-why? Where do these people stay? Who do the police want to communicate with? 
Why? 
 
Communication between the police and citizens using social media 
(6) Can you tell me a normal day for you working in the police?  
Probe- where does social media fit in? When? Why? When should you use social media?  
(7) How do you use social media?  
Probe- language? Tone? Content?  Compare over time? Interaction with other users? In 
the future? Training? How do you think you should use social media? What makes a good 
police officer/official using social media? Experiences?  Perception of social media 
within the police?  Drive for SM?  
(8) Who is involved in how you use social media? 
Who should use social media?  
Probe- Who makes decisions relating to how you use social media? Work in practice?  
 
Policing audience  
(9) What are people’s perceptions of the police? 
(10) What are people’s expectations of the police?  
Probe- Thoughts on an officer using a mobile phone? Information needs? 
(11) Can you tell me a bit about police interaction with the public on social media?  
Probe- How do users interact? Should people interact with the police? How would you 
describe the relationship between the police and the public via social media? Compare 
to offline? What do you think the public think about how the police use social media?  
(12) Who do you think your messages via social media reach?  
Probe-Why?  Where do they come from? Why? What will your audience look like in the 
future?  
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Ties in with legitimacy 
(13) What are your goals and/or objectives when using social media? 
Probe- What outcomes do you expect? Why? How do you know when these goals have 
been met?  
(14) Can I ask you to share your thoughts on being seen as fair when you communicate 
with the public?  
Probe- What would the police need to do (how)? Two way dialogue? Unprejudiced? 
Dignity and politeness? Trustworthy?  
Probe- Impact of these practices on its audience? Policing image? People’s perceptions 
of the police? 
(15) Can I ask you to share your thoughts on using social media to show the police 
tackling crime and disorder?  
Probe- How? Performance (i.e. police effectiveness, visibility) Risk (i.e. detection) 
Distributive justice (distributing sources across social media accounts) 
Probe- Impact of these practices on its audience? Policing image? People’s perceptions 
of the police? 
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Appendix 3: Information sheets for police officers and staff 
 
 
Information Sheet -Interview  
 
Title: An in-depth study on police use of social media in Scotland  
 
You are being invited to take part in a research study. Before you decide it is important 
for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please take 
time to read the following information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. 
Ask us if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more information. Take 
time to decide whether or not you wish to take part. 
 
PhD student and principal investigator: Liam Ralph )  
 
The results from this research will contribute to my PhD in Criminology research thesis. 
The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of police use of social media in 
Scotland. This study will take approximately three years to complete and will be finished 
by the 1st of October 2018. This study has been reviewed and approved by the School of 
Life, Sport and Social Sciences board at Edinburgh Napier University.  You have been 
selected for the following reasons:  
 
• You are employed in Police Scotland.    
• Your job role is connected to how the police use social media.  
 
Participation in this research is voluntary. If you decide to take part you will be asked 
questions relating to police use of social media in an interview with myself. This includes 
your understanding and experiences relating to: why social media is being used, how 
social media is being used and the policing audience on social media. For this, current 
examples of official police messages via social media will also be shown and you will be 
asked to make sketches relating to police social media messages. I expect the interview 
to last no longer than one hour and thirty minutes 
 
This research is potentially sensitive on account of looking at policing and therefore 
crime-related information. Participation is not compulsory. If at any point during the 
interview you wish to stop participating, please let me know and we will stop 
immediately. You are not required to answer any questions you do not wish. Please ask 
for further information if you do not understand any of the interview questions or want 
further clarity. Interviews will be tape recorded using my own digital voice recorder. If 
you do not wish to be audio-recorded then I can make handwritten notes instead.  
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If you require further support due to the sensitive nature of this research please contact: 
Support Line, call 01708 765200, email info@supportline.org.uk, or by post Support 
Line, PO Box 2860, Romford, Essex RM7 1JA 
 
In terms of confidentiality, I will anonymise your name in this research by using a 
pseudonym (a fictitious name). This will mean you will not be identified in the final 
publication, although your exact words and/or ideas may be used in this. You will have 
the opportunity to choose your pseudonym if you wish. Pseudonyms will be used for any 
other name (personal or place) name mentioned during the interview. The record 
matching your pseudonym with your name will be recorded on the interview schedule 
and will be stored in a cabinet (under secure lock and key) in my University office, 
accessible only to myself. The interview transcript which will be typed following the 
interview will be kept on a separate document folder on the hard drive of my personal 
laptop under a password lock and will be accessible only to myself. You have the right to 
withdraw your consent and data without penalty within three months of initial data 
collection. After three months it will be impractical to remove your data as this will be 
combined with all other results from this study. Your consent form will be stored in a 
cabinet (under secure lock and key) in my University office, accessible only to myself. 
Your data will be kept for 10 years after the completion of this project.  On the 1st October 
2028 all of your data will be erased. 
 
If you wish to withdraw your data, you must contact either myself, my supervisor or the 
independent advisor to this project. All contact information is provided below. The results 
from this study, may be published in a journal or presented at a conference.  In addition, 
if you would like to contact an independent person, who knows about this project but is 
not involved in it, you are welcome to contact Dr Geraldine Jones. Her contact details are 
given below. 
Any information disclosed during the interview which cannot be held in confidence 
(relating to criminal activity and/or harm) will be passed onto an appropriate person. This 
person will depend on the nature of the disclosed information. 
 
If more information is required or you wish to receive details on the findings of this 
research please email me on my email address stated above. Findings will be available 
from the 1st April 2019 onwards. If you wish to participate in this research please contact 
me via my email address below or through the relevant person in Police Scotland who 
contacted you in the first place.  
 
Thank you for your time,  
 
Liam Ralph ( ) 
 
Director of Studies: Dr Liz Aston ( ) (Edinburgh Napier University, 
Sighthill campus)  
 
Independent advisor:  Dr Geraldine Jones ( ) (Edinburgh Napier 
University, Sighthill campus) 
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Information Sheet - Participant Observation 
 
Title: An in-depth study on police use of social media in Scotland 
 
You are being invited to take part in a research study. Before you decide it is important 
for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please take 
time to read the following information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. 
Ask us if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more information. Take 
time to decide whether or not you wish to take part. 
 
PhD student and principal investigator: Liam Ralph ( )  
 
The results from this research will contribute to my PhD in Criminology thesis. The 
purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of police use of social media in Scotland. 
This study will take approximately three years to complete and will be finished by the 1st 
of October 2018. This study has been reviewed and approved by the School of Life, Sport 
and Social Sciences board at Edinburgh Napier University.  You have been selected for 
the following reasons:  
 
• You are employed in Police Scotland.    
• Your job role is connected to how the police use social media.   
 
Participation in this research is voluntary. If you decide to take part you will be observed 
by myself as you carry out your normal duties. I expect that participant observation will 
be carried out at dates and times suitable to you, and will last no longer than twenty hours.  
 
This research is potentially sensitive on account of looking at policing and therefore 
crime-related information. Participation is not compulsory. If at any point during 
participant observation you wish to stop participating, please let me know and we will 
stop immediately. Similarly, if your expertise tells you that in any future situation my 
own safety and wellbeing is compromised or that of others by my presence, then you are 
obliged to report this to me and I will then leave the scene, reporting to a safe place which 
will be agreed in advance. In turn, data collection will be stopped indefinitely. During 
data collection, please ask at any point for further information if you want further clarity 
on any aspects of this research. Participant observation will be recorded using handwritten 
notes (by myself) and an audio-recorder (including only my spoken words). This 
information will relate to my observations and emerging ideas and will be recorded in a 
private location by myself.  
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If you require further support due to the sensitive nature of this research please contact: 
Support Line, call 01708 765200, email info@supportline.org.uk, or by post Support 
Line, PO Box 2860, Romford, Essex RM7 1JA 
 
In terms of confidentiality, I will anonymise your name in this research by using a 
pseudonym (a fictitious name). This will mean you will not be identified in the final 
publication, although your exact words and/or ideas may be used in this. You will have 
the opportunity to choose your pseudonym if you wish. Pseudonyms will be used for any 
other name (personal or place) name mentioned during observation. The record matching 
your pseudonym with your name will be stored in a cabinet (under secure lock and key) 
in my University office, accessible only to myself. The transcript, showing my findings, 
which will be typed following data collection will be kept on a separate document folder 
on the hard drive of my personal laptop under a password lock and will accessible only 
to myself. You have the right to withdraw your consent and data without penalty within 
three months of initial data collection. After three months it will be impractical to remove 
your data as this will be combined with all other results from this study. Your consent 
form will be stored in a cabinet (under secure lock and key) in my University office, 
accessible only to myself. Your data will be kept for 10 years after the completion of this 
project.  On the 1st October 2028 all of your data will be erased.  
 
If you wish to withdraw your data, you must contact either myself, my supervisor or the 
independent advisor to this project. All contact information is provided below. The results 
from this study, may be published in a journal or presented at a conference.  In addition, 
if you would like to contact an independent person, who knows about this project but is 
not involved in it, you are welcome to contact Dr Geraldine Jones. Her contact details are 
given below. 
Any information disclosed during participant observation which cannot be held in 
confidence (relating to criminal activity and/or harm) will be passed onto an appropriate 
person. This person will depend on the nature of the disclosed information. 
 
If more information is required or you wish to receive details on the findings of this 
research please email me on my email address stated above. Findings will be available 
from the 1st April 2019 onwards. 
 
 If you wish to participate in this research please contact me via my email address below 
or through the relevant person in Police Scotland who contacted you in the first place.  
 
Thank you for your time,  
Liam Ralph (  
Director of Studies: Dr Liz Aston ( ) (Edinburgh Napier University, 
Sighthill campus) 
Independent advisor:  Dr Geraldine Jones  (Edinburgh Napier 
University, Sighthill campus) 
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Appendix 4: Consent forms for police officers and staff 
Edinburgh Napier University Research Consent Form- Interview 
 
Title of Project: An in-depth study on police use of social media in Scotland  
Edinburgh Napier University requires that all persons who participate in research studies 
give their written consent to do so. Please read the following and sign it if you agree with 
what it says. 
1. I freely and voluntarily consent to be a participant in the research project on the topic 
of police use of social media in Scotland to be conducted by Mr Liam Ralph who is a 
research student at Edinburgh Napier University.  
2. The broad goal of this research study is to explore how social media is used by the police 
in Scotland and is received by Scottish citizens. Specifically, I have been asked to take 
part in an interview which should take no longer than one hour and thirty minutes to 
complete. 
3. I confirm that I am happy to be referred to by a pseudonym for this research. This 
will mean that my name will not be linked with the research materials, and I will not 
be identifiable in any report subsequently produced by the researcher. 
4.     I consent to the audio-recording of data collection or the researcher taking field notes. 
5. I also understand that if at any time during the interview I feel unable or unwilling to 
continue, I am free to leave. That is, my participation in this study is completely 
voluntary, and I may withdraw from it without negative consequences.  
6. In addition, should I not wish to answer any particular question or questions, I am 
free to decline. 
7.     I understand that any information disclosed during data collection which cannot be 
held in confidence (relating to past and/or future criminal activity and/or harm) will 
be passed onto an appropriate person. 
8. I have been given the opportunity to ask questions regarding the interview and my 
questions have been answered to my satisfaction. 
9. I have read and understand the above and consent to participate in this study. My 
signature is not a waiver of any legal rights. Furthermore, I understand that I will be 
able to keep a copy of the informed consent form for my records. 
 
           
Name of Participant                                            Date                  Signature 
 
I have explained and defined in detail the research procedure in which the respondent 
has consented to participate. Furthermore, I will retain one copy of the informed consent 
form for my records. 
 
  
Researcher                                                         Date                  Signature  
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Edinburgh Napier University Research Consent Form- 
Participant observation 
 
Title of Project: An in-depth study on police use of social media in Scotland  
Edinburgh Napier University requires that all persons who participate in research studies 
give their written consent to do so. Please read the following and sign it if you agree with 
what it says. 
1. I freely and voluntarily consent to be a participant in the research project on the topic 
of police use of social media in Scotland to be conducted by Mr Liam Ralph who is a 
research student at Edinburgh Napier University.  
2. The broad goal of this research study is to explore how social media is used by the police 
in Scotland and is received by Scottish citizens. Specifically, I have been asked to take 
part in participant observation which should take no longer than twenty hours to complete 
over an extended period of time. 
3. I confirm that I am happy to be referred to by a pseudonym for this research. This 
will mean that my name will not be linked with the research materials, and I will not 
be identifiable in any report subsequently produced by the researcher. 
4.     I consent to the researcher recording data using field notes in a private location, 
which will include only himself.  
5. I also understand that if at any time during participant observation I feel unable or 
unwilling to continue, I am free to leave. That is, my participation in this study is 
completely voluntary, and I may withdraw from it without negative consequences.  
6.     I understand that any information disclosed during data collection which cannot be 
held in confidence (relating to past and/or future criminal activity and/or harm) will 
be passed onto an appropriate person. 
7. I have been given the opportunity to ask questions regarding participant observation 
and my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. 
8. I have read and understand the above and consent to participate in this study. My 
signature is not a waiver of any legal rights. Furthermore, I understand that I will be 
able to keep a copy of the informed consent form for my records. 
 
 
 
           
Name of Participant                                            Date                  Signature 
 
I have explained and defined in detail the research procedure in which the respondent 
has consented to participate. Furthermore, I will retain one copy of the informed consent 
form for my records. 
 
  
Researcher                                                         Date                  Signature  
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Appendix 5: Example of focus group topic guide with citizens 
First part 
Local area  
(1) Let’s start by talking about your local area, what can you tell me about this?   
Probe-Can you tell me about community relations in your area? Crime in your area? 
What sort of issues affect people here?   
 
Social media  
(2) Next can people tell me what they know about social media in general? 
Probe- Types? Usage? Feelings of social media?  
(3) Do people have initial thoughts about police use of social media?  
Probe- Loose word association, when I say police use of social media what words come 
to your mind? What do you think of?  
 
Second part 
Nature of police-citizen communication and policing audience  
Communication between the police and citizens in general 
(4) How do the police communicate with the public in this area?  
Probe- How? When? Why? Quality of contacts (thoughts)?  
 
Communication between the police and citizens via social media 
Now I would like to show you some examples that have been police messages on social 
media. And I’d like you to discuss them? 
 
Show two examples- ‘skittles’ & ‘running man’  
 
Show two examples- ‘Lock your door’ & ‘Christmas hats’ 
 
Probe- Discuss? How should the police use social media? Language? 
Content/information?  When should the police use social media? What do you see aa a 
positive police story? Good news story?  
 
Policing audience on social media  
(5) Who do you think police messages via social media you are likely to reach in your 
community?  
Probe-why? Who do you think is likely to interact with the police on social media? When? 
Why do you think people interact or follow the police?  
Ties in with legitimacy 
(6) Can you share your ideas on why you think the police communicate via social media?   
Probe- goals? Objectives? Outcomes? 
(7) Can I ask you to share your thoughts on what the police would need to do to be seen 
as fair when they use social media? 
Probe- How? Two-way dialogue? Unprejudiced? Dignity and politeness? Trustworthy 
and genuine?  
Probe- Impact of these practices on its audience?? Policing image? People’s perceptions 
of the police? 
(8) Can I ask you to share your thoughts on the police using social media to show they 
are tackling crime and disorder? 
Show example  
Probe- Impact on public? People’s perceptions of the police? How would you feel if the 
police communicated crime in your local area?  
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Appendix 6: Information sheet for citizens 
 
Information Sheet- Focus Group 
 
Title: An in-depth study on police use of social media in Scotland  
You are being invited to take part in a research study. Before you decide it is important 
for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please take 
time to read the following information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. 
Ask us if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more information. Take 
time to decide whether or not you wish to take part. 
PhD student and principal investigator: Liam Ralph ( )  
 
The results from this research will contribute to my PhD in Criminology research thesis. 
The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of police use of social media in 
Scotland. This study will take approximately three years to complete and will be finished 
by the 1st of October 2018. This study has been reviewed and approved by the School of 
Life, Sport and Social Sciences board at Edinburgh Napier University.  You have been 
selected for the following reasons:  
 
• You live in the community which I have selected to use to explore this topic 
further. 
•  Your community has been selected on account of its location within Scotland 
which I believe will provide an insight into how police use of social media is 
viewed by citizens.  
• You are aged 18 years or older.  
 
Participation in this research is voluntary. If you decide to take part you will be asked to 
discuss topics relating to police use of social media with a maximum of seven other 
citizens, residing in your local area. This will include your perceptions and experiences 
of: why social media is being used, how social media is being used and the policing 
audience on social media.  For this, current examples of official police messages via social 
media will also be shown and you will be asked to make sketches relating to police social 
media messages. The point of this focus group is to get you to engage with each other on 
these topics.  
 
I expect the focus group to last one hour and thirty minutes and no longer than two hours. 
This research is potentially sensitive on account of looking at policing and therefore 
crime-related information. Participation is not compulsory. If at any point during the 
focus group you wish to stop participating, please let me know and we will stop 
immediately. Continued participation will be voluntary and at your own discretion. You 
are not required to discuss any topics you do not wish. Please ask for further information 
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if you do not understand any of the topics or want further clarity. This focus group will 
be tape recorded using my own digital voice recorder. This is to ensure preciseness to the 
recoding and later transcribing of your opinions.    
 
If you require further support due to the sensitive nature of this research please contact: 
Support Line, call 01708 765200, email info@supportline.org.uk, or by post Support 
Line, PO Box 2860, Romford, Essex RM7 1JA 
 
In terms of confidentiality, I will anonymise your name in this research by using a 
pseudonym (a fictitious name). This will mean you will not be identified in the final 
publication, although your exact words and/or ideas may be used in this. You will have 
the opportunity to choose your pseudonym if you wish. Pseudonyms will be used for any 
other name (personal or place) mentioned during the focus group. The record matching 
your pseudonym with your name will be recorded on the focus group topic guide and will 
be stored in a cabinet (under secure lock and key) in my University office, accessible only 
to myself. The focus group transcript which will be typed following completion will be 
kept on a separate document folder on the hard drive of my personal laptop under a 
password lock and will accessible only to myself. You have the right to withdraw your 
consent and data without penalty within three months of initial data collection. After three 
months it will be impractical to remove your data as this will be combined with all other 
results from this study. Your consent form will be stored in a cabinet (under secure lock 
and key) in my University office, accessible only to myself. Your data will be kept for 10 
years after the completion of this project.  On the 1st October 2028 all of your data will 
be erased. 
 
If you wish to withdraw your data, you must contact either myself, my supervisor or the 
independent advisor to this project. All contact information is provided below. The results 
from this study, may be published in a journal or presented at a conference.  In addition, 
if you would like to contact an independent person, who knows about this project but is 
not involved in it, you are welcome to contact Dr Geraldine Jones. Her contact details are 
given below. 
Any information disclosed during the focus group which cannot be held in confidence 
(relating to criminal activity and/or harm) will be passed onto an appropriate person. This 
person will depend on the nature of the disclosed information.  
 
If more information is required or you wish to receive details on the findings of this 
research please email me on my email address stated above and below this. Findings will 
be available from the 1st April 2019 onwards.  
Thank you for your time,  
Liam Ralph (  
Director of Studies: Dr Liz Aston ( ) (Edinburgh Napier University, 
Sighthill campus) 
Independent advisor:  Dr Geraldine Jones ( ) (Edinburgh Napier 
University, Sighthill campus 
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Appendix 7: Consent form for citizens 
Edinburgh Napier University Research Consent Form 
 
Title of Project: An in-depth study on police use of social media in Scotland  
Edinburgh Napier University requires that all persons who participate in research 
studies give their written consent to do so. Please read the following and sign it if you 
agree with what it says. 
1. I freely and voluntarily consent to be a participant in the research project on the 
topic of police use of social media in Scotland to be conducted by Mr Liam Ralph who 
is a research student at Edinburgh Napier University.  
2. The broad goal of this research study is to explore how social media is used by the 
police in Scotland and is received by Scottish citizens. Specifically, I have been asked to 
take part in a focus group with other citizens belonging to my neighbourhood which 
should take no longer than two hours to complete. 
3. I confirm that I am happy to be referred to by a pseudonym for this research. This 
will mean that my name will not be linked with the research materials, and I will 
not be identifiable in any report subsequently produced by the researcher. 
4.     I consent to the audio-recording of data collection. 
5. I also understand that if at any time during the focus group I feel unable or 
unwilling to continue, I am free to leave. That is, my participation in this study is 
completely voluntary, and I may withdraw from it without negative consequences.  
6. In addition, should I not wish to provide an answer to any topics, I am free to 
decline. 
7.     I understand that any information disclosed during data collection which cannot 
be held in confidence (relating to past and/or future criminal activity and/or harm) 
will be passed onto an appropriate person. 
8. I have been given the opportunity to ask questions regarding the focus group and 
my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. 
9. I have read and understand the above and consent to participate in this study. My 
signature is not a waiver of any legal rights. Furthermore, I understand that I will 
be able to keep a copy of the informed consent form for my records. 
 
           
Name of Participant                                            Date                  Signature 
 
I have explained and defined in detail the research procedure in which the respondent 
has consented to participate. Furthermore, I will retain one copy of the informed consent 
form for my records. 
 
  
Researcher                                                         Date                  Signature  
  
 
252 
 
Appendix 8: Social media analysis of police tweets on the Police Scotland, Inchloch, and Drumauld Twitter accounts  
Theme  Examples of tweets by the police Twitter account for: 
Feature  Police Scotland account 
(1st Nov 2016 to 31st Jan 
2017 & (1st June 2017 to 
31st August 2017) 
 
Inchloch local area 
account 
(1st Nov 2016 to 31st 
Jan 2017) 
Inchloch division account 
(1st Nov 2016 to 31st Jan 
2017) 
Drumauld local area 
account 
(1st June 2017 to 31st 
August 2017) 
 
 
Drumauld division 
account 
(1st June 2017 to 31st 
August 2017) 
Trust 
 
Legitimate source of 
information: Road 
closures, safety advice 
e.g, ‘Follow 
@trafficscotland 
@ReadyScotland 
@metoffice for info & 
advice on 
#StormBarbara’   
 
 Legitimate source of 
information: Road 
closures, police exercises 
e.g. ‘be sure to follow 
@(account name 
anonymised) for the road 
conditions in (place name 
anonymised)’ 
  
Honesty: Not experts  
e.g. ‘we are still learning’; 
‘learning more about 
(name anonymised)’ 
 
Legitimate source of 
information: Crime safety 
advice  
e.g. ‘business E-mail 
scam…for further advice 
follow link’ 
Legitimate source of 
information: Road 
closures 
e.g. ‘Closure on the 
#(road name 
anonymised)’ 
 
 
Honesty: Not experts 
e.g. ‘(police division 
anonymised) officers 
have been to (place 
name anonymised) to 
learn about (name of 
operation)   
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Respect-  Impartial reporting: 
Football matches  
e.g. @celticfc vs 
@MotherwellFC tmrw 
at #FirPark’  ‘Our 
preps are underway for 
this wkend’s match 
@Aberdeen FC vs 
@RangersFC at 
#Ibrox’ 
 
 
 
Impartial reporting: 
Football matches 
e.g. ‘arrive early and enjoy 
a #(name anonymised) pie 
@(name anonymised) 
@(name anonymised)   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Social bond 
 
Accessibility:  
e.g. ‘Your View Counts 
survey’; ‘Spk to them if 
any issues’; ‘serving 
our local communities 
is at our core’  
 
Collaboration: Close 
relationship 
e.g. ‘PSYV’  
 
Accessibility:  
Collaboration: Close 
relationship  
 e.g. ‘Usandu’; ‘our future 
together’; ‘policing our 
communities, means 
policing with our 
Collaboration: Close 
relationship 
e.g. 
‘#Proudtoserve(name of 
police division)’; ‘Joint 
patrols with…and some 
residents’ 
Collaboration: Close 
relationship 
e.g. 
‘#Proudtoserve(name 
of police division)’ 
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Admiration: 
e.g. ‘members of the 
public have been 
recognised for their 
bravery’ 
 
Gratitude: 
e.g. ‘acknowledge 
members of the public 
who have helped 
policing to keep the 
people of Scotland safe’ 
e.g. ‘all set for 
Facebook chat on 14 
Dec’ 
 
Local events: 
e.g. ‘free midnight 
league football 
programme’  
 
communities, YOU!’; 
‘Working with you’  
 
Accessibility:  
e.g. ‘Our Facebook chat on 
#recruitment starts at 
6pm’; ‘#GiveUsAWave’ 
 
Admiration:  
e.g. ‘well done all’; 
‘congratulations to all’; 
‘excellent effort all round 
folks’; ‘well done (name 
anonymised) Academy’ 
 
Gratitude:  
e.g. ‘thank you for all 
assistance’; ‘(name 
anonymised) thanked 
public for assistance’; 
‘thank you’  
 
Local events:  
 
Accessibility: 
e.g. ‘listening to 
community concerns’; 
‘pop in and say hello’ 
‘thanks to all that popped 
in for a chat’; ‘say hi’ 
 
Local events: 
 e.g. ‘Friday night 
football’  
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e.g. ‘the winter festival is 
its way getting planning & 
#GetInvolved’ ‘Support 
local bands on (name 
anonymised), visit the 
Xmas village’;   
 
Dialogue 
 
Two-way dialogue: 
e.g. ‘You can give your 
views at’; ‘Pls make 
sure you've given your 
views’; ‘Anyone with 
any info that could help 
police can call 101’;’ 
thank you (name 
anonymised). Have a 
Merry Christmas’; 
‘absolutely! Stopping 
distances can be up to 
10x more’ 
 
Requesting 
cooperation: 
‘Pls RT’; ‘Recognise 
any of these people?’; 
‘Any info?’ 
Rhetorical questions 
e.g. ‘Want to join 
us?’ 
 
Scheduled dialogue 
e.g. ‘all set for 
Facebook chat on 14 
Dec’ 
Two-way dialogue: 
e.g. ‘Local Contest Liaison 
Officers, 1 in each 
Community Policing 
Team’; ‘green patrol 
briefings later tonight’; 
‘Being good is only a 
costume change away’; 
‘The legislation covers 
offensive behaviour at a 
match’ 
 
Requesting cooperation: 
e.g. ‘can you help?’  
 
Rhetorical questions: 
Two-way dialogue: 
e.g. ‘Timber Components 
(address anonymised)’; 
‘they just don't wear 
bulky body armour and 
get stuck in fences...’ 
Two-way dialogue: 
e.g. ‘please 
#EyesOnTheRoad’;  
 
Mentioned users: 
organisations: 
e.g. ‘@CFLOnline’; 
‘@ArmedForcesDay’; 
@nwatchscotland 
 
And individuals 
e.g. ‘@(name 
anonymised local 
sports person) and 
@(name anonymised-
police officer in 
England)’ 
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Rhetorical questions: 
e.g. ‘Have you started 
your shopping yet? Stay 
safe whilst you do so’  
 
 
Mentioned users: 
(organisations only) 
 e.g. ‘@MovemberUK’; 
‘@fire_scot’;  
‘@polscothorses’ 
e.g. ‘Use a moped or 
motorcycle?... Please have 
a read…’;  
 
Mentioned users:  
Organisations  
e.g. ‘@fire_scot’; 
‘@pendletonNW’; 
‘@AlcDrugsAction’ 
 
And individuals  
e.g. @(name anonymised- 
local charity lead); 
@kylieminogue’  
 
Scheduled dialogue:  
e.g. ‘Facebook chat’ ‘Post 
your questions on our 
page’  
 
 
Formal style Instrumental content: Instrumental content: Instrumental content:  Instrumental content: Instrumental content: 
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 e.g. ‘always keep dogs 
on a lead’; ‘could result 
in criminal record’; 
‘#keepingpeoplesafe’; 
‘Many calls to 
emergency services 
over Xmas are alcohol 
related - using time 
when we could be 
helping those who 
really need us 
#999WorkersSay’; ‘stay 
safe’; ‘be vigilant and 
report suspicious 
behaviour’; ‘don’t use 
your mobile’; ‘always 
remain cautious around 
riveres, lochs, lakes & 
the sea’; ‘three 
arrested’  
 
e.g. ‘A 41-year-old 
man has been 
charged’; ‘Two boys 
(16) were for court 
today’; ‘Go & lock 
your doors/car 
NOW!;  
e.g. ‘three more teenagers 
have been charged’; 
‘#dontdrinkanddrive’ 
‘behave and enjoy’; 
‘stepping up patrols…to 
tackle antisocial driving’; 
‘be alert to the threat of 
terrorism but not alarmed’ 
‘some positive stats’; ‘See 
anything? Call 101’; ‘Ch 
Insp (name anonymised) 
warns’; ‘don’t accept drug 
dealing in your community’  
 
e.g. ‘patrolling…. 
#keepingpeoplesafe’; 
‘(person’s name 
anonymised) reported 
missing in (place name 
anonymised), has been 
traced…Thanks to 
everyone who retweeted 
our appeal’; ‘responding 
to community concerns, 
(name anonymised) 
Community cops uplifted 
a vehicle last night for 
antisocial behaviour’ ‘ 
 
e.g. ‘Appeal after 
woman assaulted’; 
‘Responding to reports 
of a collision on the 
(road name 
anonymised)’ 
Informal style  
 
Instrumental content: 
e.g.  ‘advice from Jess 
the Dog’; ‘One of our 
reindeer friends has 
some advice for you’; 
‘We all like a good box 
set over the #Christmas 
Instrumental content: 
‘Wishing all of our 
followers a safe and 
peaceful time over 
the festive period’ 
 
Instrumental content:  
e.g.‘awa and gae 
@(account anonymised) a 
follow for a’ the latest 
aboot (name anonymised) 
roads’; ‘How is your night 
going? Ask me about 
instrumental content:  
e.g. 
‘#doughnutcommitcrime’ 
‘on patrol with unicorns’  
 
instrumental content:  
e.g. ‘some advice from 
PC (name anonymised) 
for those who will be 
enjoying the 
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period! Watch ours on 
Winter Mountian 
Safety’ 
 
Non-instrumental: 
e.g. ‘officers taking part 
in @MovemberUK’; 
‘#ArmisticeDay’; 
‘#Trainspotting’; 
‘cute!@ polscotdogs’; 
‘#christmasjumperday’; 
‘happy Christmas’; 
‘follow 
@cycleforsamUK…to 
raise money’; 
‘colleagues…climbing 
#BenNevis’ 
Non-instrumental:  
e.g. ‘Remembrance 
Sunday’; ‘Wishing 
everyone all the best 
for a safe 2017’; 
‘we’re holding a 
recruitment event 
aimed at 
encouraging more 
women to join’ 
 
 
 
 
DISCO!’; ‘Great to see 
@scotsquad focusing on 
safety messages’; ‘make 
sure you are safe and get 
home for Santa’; ‘have a 
safe Xmas & happy new 
year’ 
 
Non- instrumental content: 
e.g. ‘have some fun in your 
neighbourhood’ ‘Anyone 
know the owner?’; ‘this 
little lady has been found’; 
‘Remembrance Sunday’; 
‘beginning to feel like 
Christmas’; ‘one of our 
officers enjoying (name 
anonymised) Christmas 
village’; ‘Looking forward 
to seeing those 
#Christmasjumpers’; 
‘community officers enter 
into the Xmas spirit’; ‘sign-
up for the inagurual (name 
anonymised) run family 
mile/10k/half marathon’; 
 
Non- instrumental 
content:  
e.g. ’Paw patrol…great 
to see everyone having 
fun’; ‘EID in the park’;  
#SCOENG match 
tomorrow’  
 
Non-instrumental 
content: 
e.g. ‘Proud to support 
our military 
colleagues’; ‘Her 
majesty The Queen and 
the Duke of Edinburgh 
visiting’  
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Appendix 9: Social media analysis of users’ responses to police tweets on the Police Scotland, Inchloch, and Drumauld Twitter accounts  
 Police Twitter account  
Feature  Police Scotland 
account 
(1st Nov 2016 to 31st 
Jan 2017 & (1st June 
2017 to 31st August 
2017) 
 
Inchloch local area 
account 
(1st Nov 2016 to 31st 
Jan 2017) 
Inchloch division account  
(1st Nov 2016 to 31st Jan 
2017) 
Drumauld local area 
account 
(1st June 2017 to 31st 
August 2017) 
Drumauld division 
account 
(1st June 2017 to 31st 
August 2017) 
Public support  
 
Instrumental content  
e.g. ‘Here's to many 
good years of 
Policing for all Riders 
and Horses. Keeping 
the communities 
safe.’; ‘registered and 
such a good cause. 
Hopefully more 
people sign up‘ (child 
rescue adverts); ‘This 
is a huge issue in our 
industry. Well done 
for staying ahead of 
the game.’ 
(agriculture plant & 
vehicle theft); ‘on a 
good note, excellent 
Instrumental content: 
e.g. ‘Do people still 
Leave their doors 
unlocked in these 
rural communities. 
Do they not know 
about cross border 
criminals?’ 
  
Non-instrumental 
content: 
e.g. ‘Merry 
Christmas from all of 
us!’  
 
Instrumental content:  
e.g. ‘Seriously though - 
good advice’; ‘Very good 
news!’ (missing person 
found); ‘Aye. Ma winter 
tyres looked a bitty daft 
yesterday. I' day they're 
just the ticket.’ (Humour- 
message about snow and 
‘#PlanAhead’) 
 
Non-instrumental content 
(incl. soft content):  
e.g. ‘beautiful’ 
(remembrance Sunday 
poem); ‘will do - I voted for 
Instrumental content: 
e.g. ‘Saw them - well 
done’ (response to 
‘community cops and 
police horses tackling 
reported disorder’); 
‘good to hear this! It’s 
been quite bad recently. 
(response to ‘community 
cops and police horses 
tackling reported 
disorder’); ‘Keep up the 
good work :)’ (in relation 
to ‘patrolling’); ‘We need 
them there more often to 
ensure the safety of pupils 
leaving school’ (police 
officers outside of 
Instrumental content: 
e.g. ‘Many thanks for 
your help. The course 
was fantastic.’ (stay 
safe online course); 
‘Excellent 
news...looking forward 
to seeing this in our 
area’ (police 
operation); ‘Well 
done.. informative 
crime prevention 
advice with a bit of 
humour thrown in!’; 
‘Very funny and 
informative.’; ‘Well 
done, informative and 
fun.’; ‘Does that mean 
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police presence at the 
airport’;  
 
Non-instrumental 
content: 
e.g. ‘Brilliant stuff!’ 
(police bravery 
awards); ‘Well done 
to all who received 
their long service 
awards today. Long 
Service in any 
organisation is worth 
recognition.’ (‘long 
service award’); 
‘wishing all of you a 
successful career. It 
has its ups and downs 
but wouldn't have any 
other.’ (Tulliallan 
police college); 
‘Really friendly, 
approachable and we 
were reassured to see 
them there’ (response 
to police at music 
festival) 
 you, too x’ (Inchloch tweet 
about voting in Police 
Twitter Awards); ‘Nice 
picture’ (cop in front of 
fishing boat); ‘Have a good 
one guys! Merry 
Christmas. :-)’ 
 
Instrumental and non-
instrumental content:  
e.g. ‘Not nearly enough 
body armour and 
weaponry for a night duty 
on last Friday before 
Xmas! ;-) Stay safe and 
merry Xmas!’ (image of 
officers before night 
patrol);  
 
 
schools); ‘Nice work 
team #topcops’ (assault 
offender arrested); ‘great 
work’ (male arrested 
possession of drugs); 
‘Good Job...’ (men 
convicted); ‘Lovely, 
thank you for keeping all 
safe on the day’; ‘You are 
so welcome! Thank you 
for taking care of us!’ 
 
Non-instrumental 
content: 
e.g. ‘sounds like great 
fun!’ (‘Friday night 
football’); ‘Well done a 
lot of kids will benefit’ 
(‘Friday night football’); 
‘You are very welcome! 
Love certainly does 
change everything!’ 
(police attending EID 
festival); ‘great to see the 
police have a sense of 
humour’ 
  
it's coming to 
Drumauld I'll happily 
give you some roads to 
start with’ (police 
operation)’ 
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Negative scrutiny 
and criticism   
Instrumental content: 
e.g. ‘Clever way to 
massage figures…Do 
you think the public 
are daft?’ (police 
figures)’; ‘riot vans in 
(place anonymised). 
That was a shock’; 
‘Where were you in 
May …Hiding in your 
vans instead of 
protecting my 
daughter’ (football 
match); ‘Absolutely 
appalling heavy 
handed tactics at 
Ibrox by 
@policescotland’ 
(football match); ‘Do 
some real work and 
catch proper 
criminals.’; ‘let's tell 
thieves how to steal a 
car well done police 
Scotland’ (response 
to safety message); 
‘its the (name 
anonymised) trying to 
 Instrumental content: 
 
e.g. ‘The clip on those two 
clown faces is 
criminal.......no crime to 
fight or what?’ (response 
to police engagement with 
young people); ‘but you’re 
training arming terrorists’ 
(image of police officer); ‘I 
hope those doing it, give 
more of a fuck than those 
pictured’ (response to 
image of officers in a 
room);  ‘party poopers’ 
(drugs ‘recovery’); ‘let's 
hope they take wildlife 
crime and #illegal 
foxhunting seriously too!!’ 
(response to tweet about 
new recruits); ‘you might 
want to correct the tweet. It 
doesn't make sense?’; 
‘should you not be 
speaking weegie?’- 
Instrumental content: 
 e.g. ‘(name anonymised) 
gets some amount of 
attention, shows what 
paying big bucks for your 
house gets’ (response to 
‘joint patrols’); ‘Total 
bollocks…Reported 
several times but no 
action taken.’ (police post 
about ‘immigration 
enforcement’); ‘Enjoy 
your libtard photos with 
the IS youth.’ (police 
attending EID festival); 
‘Police are looking for 
links but the stakes are 
high’ (response to report 
of stolen meat from 
butcher)  
 
Non-instrumental 
content: 
e.g. ‘You can see why 
these officers are on the 
bikes#needthefitness.’ 
Instrumental content 
e.g. ‘If we are trying to 
stop phone use, in-car, 
why introduce satnav to 
new driving test ?’ ; 
‘Are the officers asking 
the cow to mooo-ve 
along? #BoomBoom’; 
(response to message 
about escaped cow on 
road) 
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appease their beloved 
SevCo. Pathetic 
police force’ 
(disorder at football 
match); ‘catch proper 
criminals absolute 
joke of a police 
force’;  ‘what about 
them damaged toilets 
at celtic park..no 
charges yet then ??’ 
(police post was 
about livestock); ‘was 
the attacker 
steaming?’ (response 
to someone assaulted 
with iron)’; ‘where 
did he get the taser 
from?!’ (response to 
‘In June the officers 
responded to a report 
of a drunk driver. The 
man was aggressive 
& while being 
restrained fired a 
Taser at them’; 
‘what's the point? 
Our justice system is a 
shambles’. (response 
to Yourview counts); 
(response to ‘we are 
@Inchloch…#localism’) 
‘please be aware that 
police brutality is rife in ur 
corrupted organisation’ 
(response to tweet about 
‘take care out there’) 
 
Non-instrumental content- 
(Sexism): 
e.g. ‘PC Dow is what 
would make working as an 
officer in Aberdeenshire 
enjoyable, as far as I can 
make out. #justsayin 
#pctottie’ (image of a 
female police officer)  
 
(image of officers at a 
Highland games)  
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‘I think everyone 
knows the snp have 
fucked the police 
up!!’ (response to 
Yourview counts); 
‘Ironic surname, 
given Glasgows 
gangster problems!’ 
(response to ‘ACC 
Steve 
Johnson…tackles 
Serious Organised 
Crime’); ‘It's almost 
as if they have been 
brainwashed to think 
and act as 1 
subservient drone’ 
(Tulliallan new 
recruits parading 
image); ‘clean up the 
streets. Letting 
junkies off with theft 
and serious crimes 
because there 
vulnerable. People 
are scared’ (response 
to post about 
‘carrying a weapon’); 
‘nanny state policing’ 
 
264 
 
 
Non-instrumental  
e.g. ‘oh ma Goad 
there crap. you lot 
should have an ex ssm 
or sm doing drill duty’ 
(Tulliallan new 
recruits parading 
image) 
 
instrumental + non-
instrumental 
e.g. ‘Less of this 
awards stuff & more 
officers on the beat’ 
(police bravery 
awards); 
 
 
 
 
